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Women are powerful symbols used by groups to advance particular ideas or 
perspectives. Owing to the symbolic significance women carry and the sentiments it 
may arouse, some groups see a need to control the power of women as symbols.  
The chosen medium of study to analyze this control is the newspaper. Newspapers 
have become one of the major vehicles for transmitting ideas, norms and social 
heritage of society from one generation to another and thus are worthy of study.  
 
In particular, the representations of women in a minority community 
newspaper in Singapore, the Berita Harian (henceforth BH) is the focus of this thesis. 
BH is unique for a few reasons. Firstly, it is the sole Malay newspaper in Singapore 
today. Despite being published in 1957, to date, little has been done to study the ideas 
in the newspaper. Secondly, the Malay community that it caters to is also unique for it 
is the only community that identifies itself through one religion – Islam – while such 
homogeneity is not seen in the other communities. Religion is a sensitive topic in 
Singapore. An episode in Singapore’s history is reminiscent of this. The Maria 
Hertogh riot that broke out in December 1950 was partly fuelled by images and 
reports published in newspapers such as Melayu Raya. The decision to place Maria 
Hertogh in a chapel during the period of court proceedings and the image of her 
crying while being there angered some groups and contributed to the riot. Following 
this episode, the government clamped down on newspapers. The impact of this is that 
the Malays find their mouthpieces drastically reduced.  
 
Bearing the above in mind, there are three aims of this thesis. Firstly, I hope to 
uncover the structural factors that may contribute to the way the images of Malay 
 v 
women are disciplined and presented in BH; secondly, I would like to tease out a few 
frames that are commonly employed when discussing Malay women that help to 
‘discipline’ the thoughts of the readers and finally, how these frames have the effect 
of side lining some issues that I feel are more pertinent to Malay women in 
Singapore.  These factors include the issue of censorship and the dilemma BH faces 
as a newspaper catering to a minority group that identifies itself through religion. This 
thesis contributes to the wider disciplinary practices of the media in Singapore, in 
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Issues and images that appear in the newspapers are not coincidences. On the 
contrary, much thought has been put in by those in the news production line in framing and 
thereby prioritizing some news over others. Every aspect of a newspaper contributes to the 
overall intended message of the newspaper for the intended audience. For example, a tabloid 
newspaper would have gossip columns and provocative advertisements as its main features. 
Echoing Tuchman’s perspective, it is better to conceive news as consisting of “facts that are 
defined organizationally” using “professionally validated methods (that) specify the 
relationships between what is known and how it is known”. 1 It is therefore perhaps naïve on 
our part to see what is presented in the newspapers as facts per se. Instead, it is pertinent that 
readers be aware of the wider message of the newspaper.  
In this thesis, I will be focusing on Berita Harian (henceforth BH). After 
independence in 1965, BH became the only Malay newspaper in Singapore catering to 
Singapore Malay community. It is through this newspaper that the Malay community is 
informed of news and it is also through this newspaper that the government is able to transmit 
messages to the community and to a certain extent, ‘discipline’ them.  
That said, it is pertinent to note that the focus of this thesis is not in the field of 
political discipline. Instead, this thesis focuses on how BH organizes and frames Malay 
women to bring forth particular messages, whether purposefully or coincidentally. I have 
chosen Malay women as a focus of study because as sublime bearers of culture, they are 
susceptible to being used to advance particular ideas.   
Bearing the above in mind, through the critical study of the representations of Malay 
women in stories and images in BH, I hope to uncover three things. Firstly, I hope to uncover 
                                                          
1
 Gary Tuchman, Arlene Kaplan Daniels and James Benet (eds.), Hearth and Home (New York: Oxford 
University, 1978), 82-83. 
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the structural factors that may contribute to the way the images of Malay women are 
disciplined and presented in BH; secondly, I would like to tease out a few frames that are 
commonly employed when discussing Malay women that help to ‘discipline’ the thoughts of 
the readers and finally, how these frames have the effect of side lining some issues that I feel 
are more pertinent to Malay women in Singapore. In attempting to uncover these things, 
some issues that will be discussed include the issue of censorship and the dilemma BH faces 
as a newspaper catering to a minority group. Malay womanhood, as manifested in the 
discourse and representations of femininity in the Malay newspaper, is the focus of this 
thesis.  
Literature Review 
I. Representations of women in the media 
As one of the most powerful institutional forces in modern society, radio, television, 
newspapers, books, movies and magazines have become major vehicles for transmitting the 
ideas, norms and social heritage of our society from one generation to another.
2
 Due to this 
influence, it is important that the media is critically studied for it contributes to the ways in 
which we come to know and understand the world.  Sometimes, we take these 
representations and stories for granted to be ‘the way things are’. But the reality is that the 
representations and stories that furnish every copy of the newspaper for instance, are not 
necessarily the ‘truth’. Instead, they are representations and stories crafted with a purpose, 
painted from a certain perspective and suited to the interests of certain groups.  
As argued by Mannheim, “even in the formulation of concepts, the angle of vision is 
guided by the observer’s interests. Thought, namely, is directed in accordance with what a 
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 Rosemary Betterton (ed.), Looking on: images of femininity in the visual arts and media (USA: Pandora Press, 
1987)   
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particular social group expects”.3 This means that the ideas shared in the newspapers do not 
appear in the vacuum but are representative of the group’s ideology. Owing to this, the 
individual’s perception of problems and prescription of possible solutions will also differ 
compared to someone outside the group. The group’s ideas dictate how the individual 
perceives issues and this limitation allows for a status quo to be preserved.    
One of the status quos that seemed to be maintained in the media is that of the place 
of women. The media has been argued to function in the larger system of patriarchy and 
capitalism that controls media structures and organizations that represent women as 
subordinates.
4
 Gaye Tuchman, in the introduction to the influential book Hearth and Home: 
Images of Women in the Mass media, refers to the trivializing of women in mass media as 
“symbolic annihilation”, which involves portraying women in ‘narrow, demeaning, 
trivializing or distorted ways’.5 Tuchman’s approach indicates that she holds the view that 
media consists of symbols that carry meanings. Tuchman highlights that one of the 
manifestations of symbolic annihilation is in terms of the roles given to women. In television 
for instance, working women are included in television plots but they are ‘symbolically 
denigrated’ by being portrayed as incompetent or as inferior to male workers.6 Men thus 
enjoy a more privileged status and positive representation compared to women. This 
privileged status and representation of men, while common in all types of media, is most 
apparent and most widely-researched in the film industry. As such, research findings in the 
film industry will be drawn on in the discussion in this thesis.  
                                                          
3
 Karl Mannheim, Ideology and Utopia (London: K. Paul, Trench, Trubner & co., ltd. ; New York : Harcourt, 
Brace and company, 1946), 245.  
4
 Ila Patel, “Modernity and the Mass Media”, in Nelly P. Stromquist (ed.), From women in the 3rd world: an 
encyclopedia ofcontemporary issues (New York: Garland Pub., 1998), 125. 
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One of the influential researchers in the field of film analysis is Laura Mulvey. Laura 
Mulvey, in her pioneering article, ‘Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema’ argues that visual 
pleasure in mainstream Hollywood cinema derives from and reproduces a structure of male 
looking/female to-be-looked-at-ness.
7
 She refers to this concept as the ‘male gaze’ and 
identifies two distinct modes of the gaze – as “voyeuristic” (where women are seen as 
whores) or “fetishistic” (where women are seen as ‘Madonnas’8). This means that the 
audience ‘look’ is usually identified with the male character’s position, even when there are 
‘subjective’ shots from the woman’s point of view. Women are thus objectified by the 
camera to fulfil man’s desires, fetishism and voyeuristic pleasures. She is eroticized if she is 




The male-centredness of the gaze and the control the gaze has over women is 
symptomatic of patriarchy and maintains the status quo. Patriarchy via the male gaze is so 
entrenched in the film industry that even films promoted as films for women are not spared. 
This can be detected through the representation of women in films, specifically the image of 
the women as it is visually and narratively constructed.
10
 Women find themselves constructed 
from the hero’s perspective, both visually and psychologically.11 To counter the status quo, 
Mulvey argues that there is a need to radically replace the filmic strategies of classical 
Hollywood with feminist methods. Only then can the patriarchal Hollywood system be 
                                                          
7
 Laura Mulvey, “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema” in  Jessica Munns and Gita Rajan (eds.), A cultural 
studies reader : history, theory, practice (London ; New York : Longman, 1995), 321-332.  
8
 Misty Anderson, “Justify My Desire: Madonna and the Representation of Sexual Pleasure”, in Peter C. Rollins 
and Susan W. Rollins (eds.), Gender in Popular Culture: Images of Men and Women in Literature, Visual 
Media, and Material Culture (Ridgemont Press, 1995), 7 – 24.   
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 Virginia Matheson Hooker (ed.), Culture and Society in New Order Indonesia (Kuala Lumpur; New 
York Oxford University Press, 1993), 96.  
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 Elizabeth Cowie, Representing the woman: cinema and psychoanalysis (Minneapolis, Minn.: University of 
Minnesota Press, 1997), 3.   
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 Others have created the concept of the ‘female gaze’ whereby feminist meanings 
can be introduced to disturb the status quo.
13
 An example of the ‘female gaze’ is by making a 
mockery of machismo (prominently excessive masculinity). By doing so, the balance of 
power is shifted from men to the female gaze.
14
 However, such approaches are not taken up 
by most directors, causing the status quo on women to be preserved. In my analysis of 
representations of Malay women, I will attempt to identify if Laura Mulvey’s concept of 
‘gaze’ is applicable to Malay women or are there other unique ‘gazes’ that are introduced in 
the newspaper.  
Besides using Mulvey’s concept of the “gaze” in the film industry, studies in print 
industry will also be useful in my analysis of the representations of Malay women. The media 
has an important role in establishing stereotypes and promoting a limited number of role 
models. Stereotypes tend to distort reality and reduce the three-dimensional quality of the real 
to a one-dimensional and distorted form.
15
 Usually, stereotypes affect groups that are already 
in disadvantaged position the hardest. For instance, women are often stereotyped as being 
emotional and carrying roles as mothers, wives, daughters and care-givers. As highlighted by 
Courtney and Lockeretz on the roles portrayed by women in print advertizing, they concluded 
that while women engage in a broad range of activities in reality, they continue to be shown 
in four general stereotypes in print advertizing: a woman’s place is in the home; women do 
not make important decisions or do important things; women are dependent and need men’s 
protection; and men regard women primarily as sexual objects,
16
 indicating the preferred gaze 
of the advertizers. Women remain in passive and decorative roles in print advertisements, 
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 Mulvey   
13
 Lorraine Gamman and Margaret Marshment (eds.), The Female Gaze: Women as Viewers of Popular Culture 
(Seattle: The Real Comet Press, 1989).  
14
 Ibid, 15.   
15
 Myra Macdonald, Representing Women: Myths of Femininity in Popular Media, (London; New York : E. 
Arnold ; New York, NY : Distributed exclusively in the USA by St. Martin's Press, 1995), 13.  
16
 Courtney and Lockeretz, “A Woman’s Place: An Analysis of the Roles Portrayed by Women in Print 
Advertizing”, Journal of Marketing Research (USA: American Marketing Association, 1971), Vol. 8, No. 1 
(Feb., 1971), 92-95.  
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subservient to the ‘male gaze’. Men, however, are more likely portrayed working outside the 
home and to be involved in the purchase of more expensive goods and services.
17
 This 
reflects their seemingly higher status and active role or control in the economy. That being 
said, it is also pertinent to note, as pointed out by Tessa Perkins, that stereotypes survive by 
undergoing change, and by convincing us that they are not entirely false, but contain some 
truth.
18
 As such, stereotypes of women that appear in the media and how they have changed 
over the period of study will be analyzed.   
 
II. Women’s bodies as symbols  
Women are powerful symbols used to advance certain ideas or perspectives. As 
Kristen Sandborg argues, Malay female dress is a symbolic area in which images of the ideal 
female are negotiated.
19
 The dress is one of the most powerful symbols of identity conveying 
messages at many levels, both conscious and at the subliminal level.
20
 That being said, 
women’s bodies are not only confined to symbolizing womanhood and femininity. There are 
also other ways in which women’s bodies are used.  
Women are popularly used to represent modernity and this continues even till today. 
Women’s bodies, via dress and consumption, have been used to depict modernity and 
construct an identity for women. The ‘modern Girl’ as a heuristic device can be traced from 
the early 1920s. In a study the Modern Girl Around the World Research Group found that 
Modern Girls were women who became visible as urban migrants, factory and domestic 
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 Alice E. Courtney and Thomas W. Whipple, Sex Stereotyping in Advertizing (Lexington, Mass.: Lexington 
Books, 1983), 8.   
18
 Tessa Perkins, “Rethinking Stereotypes” in M. Barret, P. Corrigan, A. Kuhn and J. Wolff (eds.), Ideology and 
cultural production (London: Croom Helm, 1979), 135 – 159.  
19
 Kirsten Sandborg, “Malay Dress Symbolism,” in Vigdis Broch-Due, Ingrid Rudie and Tone Bleie (eds.), 
Carved Flesh/ Cast Selves: Gendered symbols and social practices, (Oxford [England] ; Providence, RI : 
BERG, 1993), 195 – 206.    
20
 Judith Nagata, “Modern Malay Women and the Message of the ‘Veil’’ in Wazir Jahan Karim (ed.), ‘Male’ 
and ‘Female’ in developing Southeast Asia (Oxford; Washington, D.C.: Berg, 1995), 107.    
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workers, waitresses and cinema stars, amongst others. Being seen, this group argued, was the 
quintessential feature of the Modern Girl.
21
 She represented the context of the times visually.  
 The allure of the Modern Girl, however, does not impress everyone. Some groups 
have argued that the quest for modernity has resulted in the disintegration of tradition and 
culture. One of the popular representations of the negative implication in the quest for 
modernity is the crumbling of morality. While women are used to feature modernity, women 
are also used as symbols of morality/immorality. The femme fatales, dangerous women who 
are both the object of investigation and sexual desire is one example of immoral women. The 
Malay film Dajjal Suchi explores this theme, where the protagonist was seen to become 
morally bankrupt with each flirting with modernity.
22
 Today, the Modern Girl has been 
updated to reflect the social and sexual concerns of the times.
23
 To use an example close to 
home, in Malaysia, ‘bohsia’ is a term given to women who are seen as loose.24 There are no 
such terms for men. The increase in the number of bohsia girls in Malaysia led to a ‘moral 
panic’ in Malaysia.   
‘Moral panic’, as defined by Stanley Cohen, refers to “a condition, episode, person or 
group of persons [that] emerge to become defined as a threat to societal values and interests; 
its nature is presented in a stylized and stereotypical fashion by the mass media”.25 It is 
characterized by the feeling held by a substantial number of the members of a given society, 
that evildoers pose a threat to the society and to the moral order as a consequence of their 
behaviour, and thus, “something should be done” about them and their behaviour. This 
                                                          
21
 Alys Eve Weinbaum [et. al], (The Modern Girl Around The World Research Group) (eds.), The Modern Girl 
Around The World: Consumption, modernity and globalization (Durham : Duke University Press, 2008), 12.  
22
 Dajal Suchi, Merdeka Film Productions, 1965.  
23
 Marian Meyers (ed.), Mediated Women: representation in Popular Culture, (Cresskill, N.J. : Hampton Press, 
c1999), 288.  
24
 Maila Stivens, “The Hope of the Nation: Moral Panics and the Construction of Teenagerhood in 
Contemporary Malaysia” in Lenore Manderson and Pranee Liamputtong (eds.), Coming of Age in South and 
Southeast Asia: Youth, courtship and sexuality (Richmond, Surrey : Curzon, 2002), pp. 188 – 206.   
25
 Stanley Cohen, Folk Devils and Moral Panics (London; New York; Routledge, 2002),  1.  
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involves strengthening the social apparatus of the society such as implementing tougher 
laws.
26
 In the case of Malaysia and its handling of the bohsia girls, the government 
departments saw an urgent need to control and discipline these girls in the bid to uphold 
morality. Measures that were taken at a national level indicate the severity of the situation.
27
 
 Women’s bodies are also used to provoke anger and advance certain religious 
precepts in some instances. In the rhetoric of war, the female body was used to depict the 
homeland, pushing its citizens to rush to her defence from being violated by foreigners.
28
 
During the Islamic Revolution of Iran, the Ulama enforced women to wear the veil, or suffer 
punitive measures for not doing so.
29
 Turkey took the other extreme. In the bid to westernize 
and ‘modernize’ the country, Kamal Atartuk banned the wearing of the veil. It was only 
recently that the enforcement of the ban was slowly relaxed. From these examples, it is 
evident that women’s bodies are powerful symbols used to advance the interests of certain 
groups. Because of the symbolic significance women carry, some see a need to control the 
representations of women in the media.   
Such seems to be the case in Singapore, especially of late. For the Malay/Muslim 
community, the tudung (veil) has become the symbol of Muslim religiosity. It gained 
prominence in the 1980s, during the Islamic revivalist period, where more Muslim women 
started wearing it. Some concerns over the prominence of tudung-clad women included how 
they had problems assimilating into the ‘mainstream’. Such concerns were also heard in 
recent times, where the tudung became the centre of a controversy. In 2002 and 2003, the 
‘tudung issue’, which involved 4 Malay/Muslim parents who sent their daughters to their 
secular schools while donning the tudung, was heavily debated. The arguments surrounding 
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 Erich Goode and Nachman Ben-Yehuda, Moral panics : the social construction of deviance (Oxford, UK ; 
Cambridge, USA : Blackwell, 1994), p. 31.  
27
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the issue included having the need to be uniform and ‘fit in’ with the mainstream population. 
One implication of the issue was that images of women in tudung, as symbols of religiosity, 
needed to be controlled. The question here is how was the control manifested in BH, the only 
Malay (minority) newspaper in Singapore? What did the control entail? This analysis will 
shed some light to censorship and the power of the cultural gatekeepers in BH in portraying 
images of Malay women.       
 
III. Images of Malay women in popular media 
Historically, the popular imagery or construction of the Malay women is as a nurturer 
and a submissive and dutiful housewife whose work is linked to the household.
30
 This 
association continued even after independence. Malay womanhood is linked to her ability to 
bear children and her femininity is determined by the kind of tasks she performs. In her study 
“Modernity, identity and constructions of Malay womanhood” Lucy Healey highlights how 
there is a categorization of the types of work done by women into ‘modern’ and feminine 
work. When women do not conform to these jobs, such as in the case of Mak Su who ‘went 
fishing, like a man’ and who was also barren, she is labelled as ‘unfeminine’.31 It is thus 
evident how women’s association with domesticity is important in the construction of 
femininity.  
This observation is supported by my earlier study on several Malay films in the 1960s 
– 1970s. In that study, I gathered that the common traits that were admired in the Malay 
woman to be: she has a strong moral character and values, is dressed semi-traditionally 
(usually a modern kebaya), has a demure personality, is socialized successfully into gendered 
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 Lucy Healey, “Modernity, Identity and Constructions of Malay Womanhood”, in Alberto Gomez (ed.), 
Modernity and Identity: Asian illustrations (Bundoora, Vic: La Trobe University Press, 1994), 101. 
31 Ibid, 111.  
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existence, receives a certain gender-centred education, and has jobs that are ‘non-threatening’ 
to men.
32
 Similar sentiments are also found in Adeline Kueh’s thesis, The filmic 
representation of Malayan women: An analysis of Malayan films from the 1950s and 1960s. 
In her thesis, she provides a broad overview of the many representations of Malay women in 
films, namely: the Fallen woman, the Maiden construct that emphasizes virtue and social 
mobility/agency, the Mother figure and its relation to national consciousness and the theme of 
the Woman warrior.
33
 She observes how gender is constructed in terms of the appropriateness 
of male/female behaviour and how these films predominantly illustrate how ‘high’, 
patriarchal ideals, cultures and discourses are structured in relation to the debasement and 
degradation of ‘low’ female discourses.34 
The characterization of women in my earlier study and Adeline’s contrast sharply 
with Irmasusanti’s study on Malay films in the 21st century. Irmasusanti, in her analysis of 
Yasmin Ahmad’s film Sepet, postulates the reversal of empowered roles. While 
conventionally, power lies in the hands of the patriarch, Yasmin Ahmad however, rejects the 
position of authority or moral right to the patriarchal figure and situates it instead onto the 
female figures in the family. This is evidenced in her treatment of how women “know best” 
in the family.
35
 Yasmin’s approach in the film Sepet is an example of a film employing the 
‘female gaze’ in the narration, which disturbs the status quo and at once makes her known as 
a non-conformist film maker. However, besides Yasmin’s films, most Malay films generally 
stick to the stereotypes of gender and typical gendered roles.   
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Print materials catering to the Malays such as Malay magazines and newspapers are 
also not spared from featuring images of Malay women. In her study of the representations of 
women in Malay magazines of the 1950s and 1960s through the analysis of the magazine 
Fashion, the first and widely read fashion magazine of Malaya, Kartini argues that women 
were ‘modernization’s most subjected and most valuable assets’ and that the representations 
play a significant role in shaping our mother’s social understanding of political struggles.36 In 
her follow up study of women’s roles in the colonization of everyday life, she argues that 
women in the same period were personally implicated in the act of modernizing. In fact, their 
feminine identity was influenced by the appeal of “the American Way”, and at the same time, 
the emphasis on retaining notions of Islam and tradition.
37
  
While the study of representations of women in Malay magazine shed light as to the 
ideologies and the socio-historical moments of the time, the same interest is absent in the 
analysis of BH. This despite the fact that BH has been around since 1957 and became the 
only Malay newspaper in Singapore after Utusan Melayu shifted to Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia. 
To date, there are only two research papers done on BH. Although it has been used as data in 
the study of the making of the portrayals of the “problematic Singapore Malays”38, very little 
work has been done so far to study the contents of the newspaper, let alone the gendered 
representations found within it.  
The first research on BH is by Haryani Ismail, who is currently a reporter with BH. In 
her paper, she sought to find out the role BH plays in the Malay community, such as how the 
reporters/editors balance publishing stories that they know the community wants to hear and 
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 The other research paper is by Husni Shuhaimi, in which he used Bordieu’s 
field-habitus relational framework to analyze this gap. Through his analysis, he concluded 
that BH can be seen actively engaging in developing a society that appreciates its culture, but 
rational enough to contextualize its setting and live life according to the “rules” of the “field”. 
Using Bourdieu’s concept of strategy, BH’s discourse is a form of “succession” strategy.40 
While Husni’s paper is useful in understanding the gap between official and private discourse 
and is supported by sound empirical data and a comprehensive framework, one aspect that is 
not touched on is the aspect of censorship and the framing of Malay women for various 
purposes. This is where this thesis fills the gap.  
 
Conceptual Framework and Methodology 
 As mentioned earlier, there are three main aims of this thesis. All these aims have the 
goal of answering the research question – to what extent is the coverage and images of Malay 
women in BH disciplined and what are the effects of this disciplining? 
The main theory that I use in this thesis to analyze and understand the disciplining of 
Malay women is Foucault’s concept of control. In the normal sense, ‘control’ refers to the 
domination of one group, commanding another. This type of control might have been true in 
1959, when the PAP assumed government and enforced the Printing Presses Ordinance, 
which restricted newspapers to a large degree. However, over the years, the control gave way 
to ‘discipline’, a specific type of power. Taken from Michel Foucault’s Discipline and 
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Punish, it is this specific type of ‘control’ (discipline) that forms the conceptual framework 
of this thesis.  
 In Discipline and Punish, Foucault builds on the idea of Panopticon as 
conceptualized by Jeremy Bentham. Jeremy Bentham’s Panopticon is a prison built with the 
purpose of ensuring security and effective surveillance of the mental patients or convicts in 
the cells. It has the effect of “inducing in the inmate a state of conscious and permanent 
visibility that assures the automatic functioning of power”.41 This means that even when 
there is actually nobody performing surveillance on the inmates, they think they are being 
observed and hence, behave well. The Panopticon is a perfect model of disciplinary 
mechanism for it is possible for everything to be seen in a single gaze. Foucault extends 
Bentham’s Panopticon and the intense surveillance it entails to the context of the everyday 
society. He uses the term ‘discipline’ to describe the effect that this constant surveillance has 
over the people and posits that discipline is an apparatus of power.  
 This type of power is a modern technique of power, in the sense that it is all-
encompassing and can be found at every level of society. The Panopticon “automizes” and 
“disindividualizes” power,42, which means that power is not vested in a single person. 
Instead, every person is part of this disciplinary mechanism and it is deemed to be successful 
when every person in the system works in auto-pilot mode. There is thus no need for one 
power to regulate behaviour in an active manner. One strategy of discipline that Foucault 
elaborates in his work is that of the “normalizing judgement” as applied in a school context. 
Foucault explains that “the ‘Normal’ is established as a principle of coercion in teaching with 
the introduction of a standardized education and teachers’ training colleges”.43 In essence, he 
means that by establishing what the ‘norm’ is (that is specific to time and place), those in 
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positions of power are able to discipline the subjects into behaving according to the ‘norm’. 
The individuals will be corrected and ‘normalized’ when they transgress the norm. The 
correction and training they receive will make them better agents in the disciplinary 
mechanism. The individuals, as well as the institutions they belong to, will then be able to 
regulate themselves and become major vehicles for transmitting ideas and norms and so 
perpetuating and disseminating the system.  
Foucault’s concept of discipline has been adopted by a number of feminists to study 
the female body. For instance, Susan Bardo argues that the body becomes a text of 
femininity, meaning that it is used to gauge how feminine or not the individual is.
44
  
Sandra Bartky has argued how media such as glossy magazines images help 
discipline young girls into perceiving unhealthily skinny bodies as the ‘ideal’ and wanting to 
achieve it.
45
 These examples show how women are disciplined visually by the images they 
see, being corrected and taught the ‘proper’ way to do womanly things such as applying 
make up and choosing the right dress. It affects how women perceive their identity. The 
bearing of images to the construction of the Malay women identity is one of the themes 
covered in this thesis.  
There are two ways in which the concept of ‘discipline’ is used in this thesis, and 
each way is dealt with in separate sections of the thesis. The first section of the thesis deals 
with how the Malay media and its personnel are disciplined to adhere to the ‘normal’ way of 
reporting and disciplined into producing certain ‘correct’ images of Malay women in BH. 
The analysis of discipline here is targeted at the structural level of news production, and it 
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involves the issue of censorship and the limitation BH faces in presenting images of Malay 
women such as those donning the tudung (veil).  
In the second part if the thesis, the concept of discipline is used to analyze the content 
of the newspaper. There are two aspects to the study of the content. Firstly, the concept is 
used to study what is presented as the ‘normal’ images of Malay women. These images help 
enforce ideas relating to the morality of the community. Secondly, the concept is used in 
studying the frames used to discipline women into accepting particular roles and ideas in the 
community. These roles are so much emphasized that other things that are more prevalent to 
Malay women take a back seat.  
The analysis here involves studying the images and discourses on Malay women over 
the time period from 1972 to 2009. I have taken 1972 as my starting point of analysis 
because this was when BH (Singapore) broke away from BH (Malaysia), following the 
corporate split in the Straits Times group.
46
 BH was started in 1957 by the Straits Times 
group. Some, like Francis Seow, have argued that it was politically-motivated. That said, 
Seow’s comments need to be seen in the light of his conflict with the Lee Kuan Yew, and 
having been detained under the ISA on allegations of receiving funds from USA to enter 
opposition politics.
47
  Nonetheless, it is perhaps more important to note that from that point 
on, BH charted its own path, under the directorship of Singapore Press Holdings (SPH). I 
choose to stop at 2009 because this was before BH newspaper had a revamp of the 
newspaper. Each of the periods of study was significant – the 1970s and 1980s was when the 
Islamic revivalism gained momentum. The 1990s was when careers women gained 
prominence and 2000 when Islamic sentiments were at a high again.  
                                                          
46
 Francis T. Seow, The Media Enthralled: Singapore Revisited (Boulder, Colo.: Lynne Rienner Publishers, 
1998), 31.  
47
 Steiner, Forward, in ibid 
16 
 
The method employed in this thesis is that of discourse analysis, by which I mean 
analyzing beyond just the language in the texts but relating them to the social conditions of 
production and consumption in Singapore. I have studied the discourses on Malay women as 
they appear in Berita Harian’s letters to the editors, editorials and comments pages in certain 
years from 1972 to the present. I gathered these materials from the archives of the National 
University of Singapore (NUS) and the Singapore National Library, and additional cut-outs 
of articles according to themes from the Singapore Press Holdings (SPH)’s library. I also 
supplement the discussions with visuals such as advertisements and comic strips where 
appropriate. I have interviewed seven media personnel from BH to get a sense of the 
negotiations they need to make and limitations they face in presenting images of Malay 
women. In this thesis, my respondents are given pseudo names to protect their privacy. I 
hope that the mixture of different research methodology – discourse analysis and interview – 













 As mentioned earlier, this thesis is divided into two sections. The first section deals 
with how the Malay media and its personnel are disciplined to adhere to the ‘normal’ way of 
reporting and disciplined into producing certain ‘correct’ images of Malay women in BH. In 
the first chapter, I discuss how important the Malay newspapers were in the past, the 
different laws enacted to ensure control over the Singapore press and their implications for 
the Malay (minority) newspaper. In the second chapter, I discuss how journalists are 
disciplined via gatekeeping and self-censorship and how they help perpetuate the status quo. 
I deal also with how the journalists handle the complex situation of juggling between what 
the readers want and what the bosses want. Through these two chapters, I wish to show the 
readers some of the processes and considerations that take place behind the printing of 
representations of Malay women in the newspaper.   
 In the second section, I deal with the frames of Malay women used in the newspaper, 
the disciplinary effects of these frames and the implications. In the third chapter, I look at the 
visuals of Malay women and uncover dominant frames where Malay women are portrayed 
in. I analyze the possible shifts and continuities in the images of Malay women and discuss 
the implication on Malay women. Gendered representations and theories will be broached at 
certain points where necessary. In the fourth chapter, I analyze the dominant framing of 
stories on Malay women that disciplines the type of stories written about Malay women. I 
also discuss the implication of this framing for Malay women. At points in this thesis, I will 
make comparisons with the major English newspaper in Singapore, The Straits Times, for 
















Chapter 1: Institutional disciplining of the Singapore media_____ 
 
Newspapers and ‘imagined’ communities 
Benedict Anderson, in his landmark study Imagined Communities, identifies the rise 
of the vernacular press as a catalyst that helped fuel the emergence of nationalist 
consciousness. He argues that the advent of commercial printing provided the means through 
which readers could imagine a comradeship with a large number of fellow readers, for the 
first time in history, most of whom they had never met nor would ever meet over the course 
of their lifetimes. The printing industry – by that he means primarily newspapers – created a 
medium for the sharing of experiences across a relatively distant territory.  
To illustrate his metaphor, Anderson portrays a newspaper reader imagining a 
national ‘community’ of millions simultaneously reading the same newspaper.1 Besides 
giving rise to the awareness of community, newspapers also help transform “space” on the 
margins of consciousness into actual “place” that people could identify and recapitulate as 
part of their identity in other contexts.
2
 Newspapers helped to do this by representing the 
world as a microcosm and being read by the readers, become part of it the microcosm they 
represented.
3
 Therefore, newspapers extended, and not only expanded, the purview of their 
readers. It is the awareness of the sharing of experience and recognition of membership in a 
vastly expanded community that created the foundation on which an explicitly nationalist 
discourse could take hold.
4
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The concept of ‘imagined’ communities is also useful in studying newspapers 
catering to minority groups/communities. Newspapers historically, as Robert Park posits, as 
quoted in Stamm, were largely inventions for extending interpersonal channels of gossip 
which flourished in small towns and villages.
5
 This channel of communication was a primary 
mechanism through which individuals maintained the collective enterprise called 
“community”. Newspapers therefore continue to have an important role to play – it helps 
integrate the community reading it and instilling a sense of belonging in them. In the same 
vein that newspapers were used to advance nationalistic consciousness, a minority newspaper 
becomes a significant medium for members of the community to share common experiences 
and more importantly, identify collectively as members of the group. Each time a member of 
the group reads the newspaper, he is reminded of and ‘imagines’ the community he belongs 
to.   
 
Aspects of news production  
News is often described as being constructed. News is not facts per se, but as 
Tuchman argues, it consists of “facts that are defined organizationally” using “professionally 
validated methods (that) specify the relationships between what is known and how it is 
known”.6 One of these “professionally validated methods” that help news producers organize 
news is ‘framing’.  
Framing refers to how the news story emphasizes certain values, themes, or 
interpretations. In the practice of journalism, framing is useful for it gives meaning to the 
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 Elements of framing include the headline, quotes, the use, order, or 
exclusion of arguments and information, photo selection, and word choice.  
In most cases, the news audience will evaluate a situation or issue in line with the framing.
8
 
The framing of news is established using “frames”, which Larson posits to “provide cues to 
the readers that lead them to use certain values to evaluate situations”.9 As Sparrow 
succinctly puts it: 
 
Frames categorize events, connect present events with those of the past, indicate 
causal relationships and create oppositions. They facilitate familiarity; the news is 
expressed as the known. Frames enable journalists to identify the particular 





There are various studies done to study the impact of frames on the readers. One of 
the prominent studies is that by political scientist Paul M. Kellstedt. In his study on the 
impact of framing on racial attitudes, he examined thousands of news stories about racial 
issues appearing in the New York Times and Newsweek between 1950 and 1994. He tracked 
the changes in the media’s use of frames over time against the national public opinion on race 
and found out that when the news used “individualism” (the idea that people need to succeed 
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on their own) to frame race issues, public opinion was more conservative toward these issues 
than when stories were framed using “equalitarianism” (the equal worth of all people).11 
Interestingly, Kellstedt’s study can be paralleled to the framing of sensitive issues involving 
Malays. Suriani Suratman, in her study of the portrayals of “Problematic Singapore Malays” 
highlighted how Malays are often framed as needing to “catch up” with the other races, in 
particular the Chinese community.
12
 The frame used is that of “individualism”, which 
consequently resulted in putting the blame of backwardness squarely on the shoulders of the 
Malays. By doing so, this conveniently rejects the possibility that the state of the Malays are 
as so because of the historical baggage and the treatment they received during colonial rule.  
In this chapter, I will focus on the various laws enacted by the Singapore government 
that may influence the frames employed in the writing of stories. I argue that the various laws 
and enactments enforced by the Singapore government on the print media such as “out-of-
bounds” (OB) markers have the effect of disciplining newspapers and that this influences the 
frames that journalists use in their stories. Also, that the implication of disciplining is far 
greater for a minority newspaper like BH. The definition of disciplining is adopted from 
Foucault’s concept of discipline, which refers to the control of soul of the individual. This 
concept will be elaborated later in this chapter. To aid in the discussion, I will highlight 
briefly the social history of Malay newspapers, the structures set in place to ensure discipline 
and the general approach BH takes in its coverage. This chapter will provide a useful 
historical background to BH and will pave the way for a better understanding of the frames 
and representations found within it, which will be covered in subsequent chapters. 
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Newspapers and the Malay community: history at a glance  
 Singapore is known as a great port with busy entrepot trade. In the 19
th
 century, 
Singapore flourished as the maritime focus of two economic empires, the British and the 
Dutch.
13
 It attracted many immigrants from China, India and the surrounding Malayan states, 
all searching for employment and a better life. What is often downplayed in the official 
narrative of Singapore is the fact that Singapore also assumed the role of being the hub of the 
Malay publishing world in that period.
14
 From 1876 to the outbreak of the Second World 
War, no less than 147 periodicals and newspapers were published in Malay.
15
 In this section, 
I will highlight only some of newspapers and periodicals that were significant to the Malays 
in specific times in history.  
  The first Malay newspaper was the Jawi Peranakan – a weekly newspaper published 
every Monday, created by the local-born Indian Muslims in Singapore. It ran for nearly 20 
years, reporting and commenting on the circumstances of the Malays, making it an important 
voice in Singapore at that time.
16
 Its importance was illustrated by Roff, who highlighted how 
in 1894, when the Government proposed to discontinue adult education evening classes and 
close many Malay schools in the Straits Settlements to save cost, the matter was actively 
discussed in the editorial and correspondence columns of newspapers.
17
 It is evident that the 
19
th
 century press helped foster knowledge of the Malay world, instilled a sense of 
community in the Malays and allowed voices of Malays to be heard, especially through the 
correspondence columns.  
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Khoo in his study of Malay newspapers and periodicals, elucidated how throughout 
the 20
th
 century, far more Malay newspapers have been produced in Malaysia than English 
newspapers. Also, that each newspaper provided a vista for a distinct ‘world’ according to the 
language used: Malay newspapers concentrated attention almost wholly on the ‘Malay 
world’; Chinese newspapers on the ‘Chinese world’ and the like.18 These different ‘worlds' 
contributed to the series of events that were to take place in the 20
th
 century. In fact, it can be 
argued that newspapers and periodicals published in the 20
th
 century became a strategic 
launch pad in the battle of ideas.
19
   
 One of the prominent contestation of ideas involved Kaum Muda and Kaum Tua ideas 
in the early 20
th
 century. The contestation revolves around Islamic ideology. Examples of 
Kaum Muda ideas include persuading Malays to “use reason (akal) to determine the truth 
about religion as about all else and renounce the blind acceptance of intermediary 
authority”.20 It is “reformist” because it counters the traditional way in which Islamic 
ideology is understood by the Malays – through established religious authority. These 
“religious authorities” generally referred to religious officials who were elected based on 
their exceptional piety or other ability, and forged a close relationship with the traditional 
elites such as the Sultans. This second group were referred to as Kaum Tua.
21
  
 It is important to note that newspapers and periodicals were actively used by both 
groups to advance their ideas. Kaum Muda ideas were especially promoted in the periodical 
Al-Imam (The Leader). Making its first appearance in Singapore in July 1906, Al-Imam was 
greatly influenced by the reformist ideas in Cairo and was clearly seen to be a radical 
departure from traditional Malay publications – it was the first periodical that was explicitly 
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religious in nature and was blatant in attacking state religious authorities on a wide range of 
ritual, doctrinal and social questions. Kaum Tua ideas in turn, generally sought to maintain a 
status quo and were represented by the magazine Pengasuh (Nurturer), published in Kelantan 
in 1918, and lasted 20 years (before the Second World War).
22
 The magazine was started 
again after the war and is still in circulation today. The contestation of ideas generated a host 
of other publications that took either side. These included the periodicals Seruan Azhar 
(Voice of Azhar), Pilehan Timour (Choice of the East) – both of which supported Kaum 
Muda ideas and brought the ideas a notch higher by politicizing them, centering the 
discussion around the concepts of Pan-Islamism, Pan-Malayanism and anti-colonialism.
23
 
These debates that took place in the periodicals based on the two competing ideas is 
essentially intertextuality that AC Milner raised.
24
 I will not discuss how the contestation of 
ideas has been touted to be the stirring of Malay nationalism because it is outside the scope of 
this thesis and has been discussed by Roff. It will suffice to emphasize the significant role 
Malay newspapers played in the debate on Islamic ideology in the early 20
th
 century.  
 Malay newspapers continue to be an important part of Malay society in post-war 
Singapore. Utusan Melayu, in particular, played a pivotal role in post-war Malaya. As 
described by former Berita Harian editor Ahmad Sebi:  
 
The Utusan Melayu was the nerve centre of intellectual development movement in 
Singapore in the 1940s – 1950s, not because it was a newspaper organization founded 
and established by the people, but rather because of its direct and close ties with the 
independence movement of Malaya. Of the newspapers in the various languages in 
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Singapore at that time the Utusan Melayu was the most authoritative and strident in its 
efforts to propagate the cause of independence.
25
  
One of Utusan Melayu’s efforts was the proactive persuasion of Malay Rajas not to 
sign the Malayan Union pact.
26
 Another newspaper that started publishing in Singapore on 29 
August 1950, Melayu Raya, played a key role in the outbreak of Maria Hertogh riots of 1950. 
In essence, this riot was fuelled by the complex situation which involved a young Dutch girl 
who was raised as a Muslim by her adoptive mother, Che Aminah Bte Mohamed, but was 
later forcefully taken back by her natural parents and converted to Catholic faith. 
27
 At the 
time when anti-colonial and Pan-Malayan sentiments were at a high, Melayu Raya was 
regarded as the defender of Malay rights. In a large part, this perception is influenced by its 
aggressive anti-European sentiments and its rebuke of Muslim leaders for its cowardice. As 
highlighted by Syed Muhd Khairudin Aljuneid, “the newspaper achieved meteoric 
prominence during the Maria Hertogh episode, gaining the support of more than 7,000 
shareholders and a circulation of about 28,000 copies throughout Malaya by December 
1950.
28
 Many lives were lost during the riot and it sent Singapore into a state of Emergency.  
   The examples above highlight how significant Malay newspapers were for the Malays 
at specific points in history. Also, they also foreground that the Malay newspapers were at the 
forefront of confrontations between the state and the press. The Jawi Peranakan newspaper 
became the voice of the Malays in the 19
th
 century. The periodicals Al-Imam & Pengasoh 
became the voice of Kaum Muda & Kaum Tua in the early 20
th
 century. Utusan Melayu was 
pivotal in the lead up to the Malayan Union while Melayu Raya was perceived by certain 
                                                          
25
 Hamidah Bte Haji Hassan, “A Consummate Actor,” in Cheah Boon Kheng, (ed.), A. Samad Ismail, 
Journalism and Politics (Kuala Lumpur : Singmal Pub. Bureau (M)), 1987.  
26
 Mazlan Nordin, Tokoh dan akhbar Melayu: Penebus Peminggiran Melayu (Bangi: Penerbit Universiti 
Kebangsaan Malaysia, 2009), 75.   
27
 Syed Muhd Khairudin Aljuneid, 10.  
28
 Ibid, 14.   
26 
 
groups of Malays to be the defender of Malay rights, especially in the midst of the Maria 
Hertogh riots.  
 
 (Institutional) disciplining of the Singapore print media: case of newspapers today  
Over time, the Malay newspapers were clamped down and some, naturally collapsed 
due to financial troubles. On 19 January 1951, Melayu Raya’s license was revoked and the 
entire publishing firm closed down. The Singapore Colonial Secretary invoked the Printing 
Press Ordinance, which provided him with the jurisdiction to withdraw the license of any 
publishing firm or newspaper that threatened public peace.
29
 Melayu Raya managed to regain 
its license in September 1951 and resumed publication on 11 November that year, but faced a 
myriad of problems and finally collapsed in August 1953.
30
 Utusan Melayu editors also faced 
the same fear of having its license revoked. As explained by Seow, in 1956, Yusuf Ishak 
“assigned Samad Ismail (an astute Javanese-Malay political journalist and nationalist with 
close ties to the political leadership in Indonesia) as Utusan Melayu representative to Jakarta, 
Indonesia because the colonial authorities had intimated him that if Samad Ismail continued 
to run the paper, the Utusan Melayu printing license would not be renewed.
31
 Besides the 
Malay press, other vernacular papers also faced the same fears. However, being outside the 
scope of this thesis, it will suffice here to say that the fears over the revoke of printing 
licenses, which originated during colonial rule, can be argued to be one manifestation of 
disciplining by the Singapore government over the media body.   
Foucault’s concept of disciplining is useful in understanding censorship of the 
Singapore media and will be discussed below. There are two contexts in which disciplining 
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of the media are manifested – at the institutional and personal level. In this section, the focus 
will be on the former. Owing to the constraint of space, I will only be highlighting some of 
the disciplining structures put in place by the Singapore government on the print media.  
 The Statutory board that administers media and expression regulations is the Media 
Developmental Authority (MDA), overseen by the Ministry of Information, Communication 
and the Arts (MICA).
32
 Bearing in mind the Maria Hertogh riots and the aggressive anti-
colonial movement in the early 20
th
 century, two acts are prominent in Singapore: the 
Internal Security Act (ISA) and the Maintenance of Religious Harmony Act. The ISA, which 
originated in a Malayan Act from 1960, is one of Singapore’s most controversial laws, 
allowing detention without trial for indefinite periods when “the President is satisfied with 
respect to any person that, with a view to preventing that person from acting in a manner 
prejudicial to the security of Singapore or any part thereof or to the maintenance of public 
order or essential services therein, it is necessary to do so.”33 The ISA also prohibits materials 
when it “appears to the Minister charged with the responsibility for printing presses and 
publications that any document or publication contains among others, any incitement to 
violence and is prejudicial to the national interest, public order or security of Singapore.”34  
As posited by Mark Cenite, the last provision “seems particularly vague and the ISA 
contains no words of limitation on the minister’s power to interpret it.”35 Such vagueness 
makes the media personnel feel like they are constantly under surveillance. The Maintenance 
of Religious Harmony Act does not focus exclusively on the media but has control over 
freedom of expression. This act is heavily invoked especially in minority newspapers. It 
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allows for instance the relevant minister to obtain a “restraining order on a person who is in a 
position of authority in any religious group” or other persons attempting to disturb religious 
harmony from “printing, publishing, editing, distributing or in any way assisting or 
contributing to any publication produced by any religious group without the prior permission 
of the Minister”.36 
 Specific to the print publications is the Newspaper and Printing Presses Act (NPPA). 
The NPPA was enacted in 1974 and it requires newspapers, publishers, printers and chief 
editors to renew their permits and licenses every year. It stipulates that all directors of the 
newspaper company are Singapore citizens and forbids the company to receive funds from 
any source without government approval.
37
 The latest Act is the NPPA (Amendment) 1990, 
which regulates the sale and circulation of foreign publications produced outside Singapore 





In addition to the various legislations, there also exists “out-of-bounds markers” or for 
short, “OB markers”. Mark Cenite, in his article “Too much legislation, too little expression”, 
refers to these markers as Singapore’s “unique control mechanism” that supplements the law, 
giving the government “extra-legal discretionary power”.39 This means that although OB 
markers are not explicitly formulated in Singapore’s legislation, they are exercised by the 
government. Usually, this involves rebukes, without resorting to the expensive and 
cumbersome legal machinery. More often than not, the rebukes are enough to discipline the 
individual in question back to the ‘correct’ path. Similar to the vagueness in the conditions 
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for ISA, what is most significant about these OB markers is that while the government has 
been explicit about the existence of OB markers, what they actually constitute remains 
unclear. The vagueness surrounding OB markers and the minister’s interpretation of threat in 
the case of the ISA are examples of how the legislation and extra-legal discretionary power 
together creates a mechanism where the media personnel are under constant surveillance and 
always need to be on their toes. These legislations thus become disciplinary structures, acting 
as the arms of the Panopticon.  
Implication to the Malays?   
In the 1930s – 1950s, there was a movement to clamp down on newspapers in 
Singapore. As analyzed by Francis Seow, a journalist who was deported of Singapore 
because of his supposed involvement in opposition politics and thus apolitical views, the 
newspapers were clamped down because the government saw the need to control what was 
written and transmitted to the masses.  As such, many newspapers, including Malay 
newspapers, were closed down.
40
  
  Today, there is only one Malay newspaper in Singapore – Berita Harian (BH) – and 
it is a daily newspaper. This is a stark contrast to the extensive list of Malay newspapers in 
Singapore in the past.
41
 It is pertinent here to highlight briefly how BH came about. The 
creation of BH has been regarded by some to be a political move. Seow for instance posited, 
“sensing the shift in the political winds emphasizing Malay as the national language, the 
opportunistic Straits Times management started, in 1957, a daily in Romanized Malay called 
Berita Harian – Daily News – and much later, a Sunday edition, Berita Minggu – Sunday 
News.
42
  When it first started out, it was basically translated from the Straits Times, including 
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the editorial pages. It was not intended to compete with Utusan Melayu. However, because 
the PAP wanted to canvas for support from the Malays in Singapore, BH was used to support 
its campaign. That being said, BH was not always politically in-sync with PAP. On 16 June 
1976, the first Singapore editor of BH, Hussein Jahidin and his assistant editor, Azmi 
Mahmood, were arrested “for questioning in connexion with alleged communist activities”.43  
While the Malays had newspapers like Utusan Melayu to be their voice and as 
defenders of Malay rights in the past, the situation is quite different today. Episodes in 
Singapore’s history also strengthened the government’s resolve to control the press and not 
allow history to repeat itself. Today, newspapers and in particular the vernacular newspapers, 
make it a point to treat stories about race, religion and culture with great sensitivity. The 
existence of the legislation as discussed above reinforces the disciplining of news media in 
Singapore. Structurally, the newspapers in Singapore have changed. While previously, 
newspapers such as Utusan Melayu were funded by the Malay people, today, all the major 
magazines and newspapers in Singapore including Berita Harian, the English Business 
Times, the Sunday Times, The New Paper; the Chinese Lianhe Zaobao, Lianhe Wanbao and 
Shin Min Daily News come under the Singapore Press Holdings (SPH) conglomerate.
44
  
The SPH is headed by an executive chairman who oversees the two functional 
components of the newly-structured SPH, namely operations and support. The operational 
side is responsible for publishing, production, distribution and related activities of all 
newspapers, magazines and periodicals of the group. Reporting to the head of operations are 
the editor-in-chief of the English and Malay newspapers; the group general manager (GGM) 
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of the Chinese newspapers; GGM (marketing); and GGM (Newspaper Services).
45
 The most 
senior levels of management in SPH continue to be former government officials.
46
 In 1982, 
the chairman of SPH was S. R. Nathan (the current President of Singapore) and today, the 
post of CEO is held by Dr Tony Tan, former defence minister. 
Since the top posts of SPH are assumed by former government officials, it comes as 
no surprise that the Singapore government has a large control over the media. In fact, SPH 
has even indicated in its “Editorial Policy” that their newspapers and magazines are dedicated 
to their nation. As such, each publication identifies with national needs and aspirations to 
ensure a better future for Singapore.
47
 The fact that BH is under SPH in turn, means that the 
Singapore government has direct control over what is disseminated to the Malays. This brings 
the assumption that vernacular newspapers reflect the voice of the people into question. How 
can a minority newspaper truly be a voice of its people when it is the only paper available and 
is under the control of the government? Hence, while Mr Zainul Abidin Rasheed, editor of 
BH in the 1980s, considers BH as one of the four pillars of a “Malay House”48, indicating the 
high regards he has of BH’s role within the community, it is perhaps more correct to go along 
with Tan and Soh’s analysis and assertion that BH serves as a vital tool to bring the Malay 
community into the “mainstream” nation-building.49 Because the Singapore government has 
control over the newspaper, it is also able to have power over the frames employed by the 
newspaper, which in turn disciplines the minds of the Malay readers.  
A general perusal of BH will show how the bulk of the news in BH consists of 
national news. News from other parts of the Malay world such as Malaysia and Indonesia are 
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organized together under the section “Foreign News”. The image of a Malay world is not 
apparent in the newspaper. The reporting of news and issues relating to the Malay community 
is often framed in the national context. Also, the mechanism of contrasting entities is 
employed in the reporting of news. For instance, representations of Malays who are 
backward, morally corrupt with those who managed to climb out of the abyss are contrasted. 
When reporting about the progress of Malay students in a recent examination, it is often 
contrasted with the other races. This sends a clear message to the reader that Malays are still 
‘lagging’, which echoes the colonial ideology of Malays being backward.50 Such sentiments 
are shared by one of the editors in BH:  
 
My approach is that since our community is lagging behind in so many aspects, we 
always look for stories that can inspire our community. Just tell us where there is 
anyone who is successful, we will hunt the story, and we will present it in such a way 
that encourage others to follow suit… and because of that also we have decided, more 
than 10 years ago, to have an annual event Anugerah Jauhari where we identify 
someone from various fields, as role model… – Hamid 
 
It is problematic when the editor perpetuates the colonial ideology that Malays are 
lagging behind. As elucidated by Hamid, the ideology that Malays are lagging behind is so 
entrenched that finding stories that inspire the community, presumably to progress and move 
forward, becomes one of the objectives of the newspaper. It can be argued that because so 
much emphasis is placed on the Malay’s backwardness and the many pressing problems 
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afflicting the Malay community, there is not much space or time to think about or discuss the 
plight or possible marginalization felt by the Malays.     
 
BH thus helps perpetuate the colonial stereotypes of the Malays and this becomes the 
norm in the newspaper. The frames employed by BH when discussing issues relating to the 
Malay community would lead undiscerning readers to see the issues such as the progress of 
Malays in Singapore in the same light.  Hence, although BH proclaims – through its 
newspaper and its virtual site – its aims to report issues affecting the Singapore Malay 
community, their achievements and challenges they face,
51
 it is in fact disciplining the minds 
of the community. This is arguably one of the techniques to “mainstream” a minority 
newspaper like BH.   
 
In this chapter, I have argued two main things: firstly, that the ISA, Maintenance of 
Religious Harmony Act and OB markers are examples of disciplinary structures set in place 
by the Singapore government at the institutional level with the objective of disciplining 
newspapers in Singapore. Secondly, that disciplining of the print media also occurs via the 
frames and approaches adopted by newspapers and that this has very real implications for 
vernacular newspapers. Focusing on BH, I have discussed at length the pivotal role played by 
Malay newspapers in the past and how today, BH’s role is rather restrained as a result of the 
disciplinary structures. Very generally, I have shown that the constraint is manifested in the 
approach BH takes in discussing issues pertaining to the Malays.  
There is a heavy usage of contrasts in BH in the framing of news. More discussion on 
frames will be done in the subsequent chapters. One frame evident here is the coverage of 
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Malays who succeed is contrasted with those who live in the abyss. This strategy echoes of 
the strategy employed by the British colonials when they ruled Singapore and when they 
perpetuated the myth of the lazy Malay. The approach and the way in which the issue is 
discussed by BH thus becomes the ‘norm’. An analysis of how the norm comes into being 
will be discussed in the next chapter. Also, while I focus on the disciplinary structures at the 
institutional level in this chapter, it is pertinent to note that these are not the only instruments 
of discipline. Discipline also comes from ‘within’. This will be covered in the next chapter.   
35 
 
Chapter 2: Disciplining the journalists’ soul____________ 
 
‘Discipline’ as asserted by Foucault, is an “anatomy of power”, which means that it is 
a strategy of power that consists of a gamut of instruments, techniques and targets – all with 
the goal of gaining power for certain groups. This disciplining power, Foucault elaborates, 
may be adopted by “specialized institutions” such as schools and hospitals; “by pre-existing 
authorities that find in it a means of reinforcing or reorganizing their internal mechanisms of 
power; or by apparatuses that have made discipline their principle of internal functioning, or 
finally, by state apparatuses whose major, if not exclusive, function is to assure that discipline 
reigns over society as a whole (such as the police).”1 As I have discussed in the previous 
chapter, the various legislations and OB markers set in place by the Singapore government 
are in fact structures with disciplinary effects. SPH, the apparatus of the state, have used these 
structures to discipline and censure society. That being said, the usage of structures at the 
institutional level as disciplining power is only one aspect of the disciplinary mechanism.  
 
The discipline mechanism, Foucault argues, has a direct impact on the human body – 
“the human body was entering a machinery of power that explores it, breaks it down and 
rearranges it.”2 Of course, Foucault meant it as a metaphor and not the literal breaking down 
of the human body. Foucault elaborates that the disciplining mechanism changes the human 
body by defining “how one may have a hold over others’ bodies, not only so that they may do 
what one wishes, but so that they may operate as one wishes, with the techniques, the speed 
and the efficiency that one determines. Thus, discipline produces subjected and practiced 
bodies, ‘docile bodies’”.3 What this means is that discipline targets the very essence of the 
individual – his soul. When the individual’s soul is disciplined, the body becomes ‘docile’ in 
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that it completely acquiesces to the power controlling it. There is thus no need for external 
forces such as punishments to control the individual – he works on auto-pilot mode. The 
disciplining power is so entrenched in the soul of the individual that he does not resist the 
power. Instead, he perceives it as ‘normal’ and ‘natural’. Uncovering this auto-pilot 
disciplining is the aim of this chapter. In the subsequent pages, I will highlight and discuss 
how the BH reporters and editors have been disciplined by the Panopticon disciplinary 
mechanism.  
 
My analysis is based on my interviews with six media personnel from BH. The 
number of interviewees is limited because the interviews are not meant to be my main data. 
Instead, they are used for the purposes of getting a sneak peak of the general sentiments of 
BH personnel towards certain issues. These interviews will supplement my finding.  That 
said, when I asked around to get my interviewees, I noticed some unwillingness to be 
interviewed, needing reassurance and an overuse of “off record’’ during the interview. Some 
of them had to be reassured that nothing political will be documented before agreeing on 
being interviewed. This could be an early sign of self-censorship at work. That said, each of 
my interviewees comes from different divisions in BH, with varying years of experience on 
the job. Some of them have worked for BH for decades while others have barely reached 
their second year in BH. The varying years of experience in BH is one criterion in the 
selection of media personnel to be interviewed for it will shed some light as to the extent to 
which the media personnel have been disciplined by the Panopticon mechanism set in place 
by SPH. Each of the media personnel will be given a moniker in this chapter to protect their 
confidentiality. I will be using the Malay/Muslim women as a subject and focus for the 
discussion on censorship. As mentioned in the introduction, I have chosen women to be the 
focus because women are subtle carriers of culture and they help to differentiate between 
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Malays and the other communities in Singapore via signifiers like dress. Hence, the analysis 
of censorship with the focus on Malay/Muslim women becomes meaningful.  
 
Journalists and states  
 News does not necessarily mean “truths” or “facts”. Instead, it is constructed. As 
McCombs argues, it is “a version of reality shaped in significant part by journalistic norms 
and conventions. Through the frames they employ and the gatekeeping role they play, 
journalists help to shape public opinion and debate”.4 The Maria Hertogh riots, as discussed 
in the previous chapter, is testament to how a piece of news, when framed in a way that is 
inflammatory to groups, may have dire consequences. The incident highlights how journalists 
need to be very careful about the frames they adopt when writing stories. The frames 
employed in writing need to be suited to the context of the time and place.  
 
 The frames that the journalists use also varies based on the position of the journalists. 
In Singapore, journalists generally help relay the message from the government to the people. 
However, the role that journalists play differs according to the state’s political culture and the 
media model it adopts. The term “political culture” has largely been understood as involving 
the norms, beliefs, values, sentiments and understanding that support a people’s perception of 
power and authority within a particular political system. Some, like Pye, have referred to it as 
the “unrecorded ground rules as to how the political process will be played out”.5 Sometimes, 
media is used by states to support policies while at another time it is used to destroy or 
silence competition. In some other countries, journalists help to disseminate news from ‘the 
people’ through the media.  
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Some examples of varied use of the media are in order: when the Japanese occupied 
Singapore in 1942, one of the first things the Japanese did was to set up a local newspaper, 
Berita Malai, run by local journalists to disseminate propaganda to the masses. During the 
New Order rule in Indonesia, the Suharto government enforced the Pancasila Press System as 
the national press system. This system was based on the 5 principles: belief in one and 
supreme God; a just and civilized humanity; national unity; democracy and social justice for 
the people of Indonesia.
6
 The Indonesian journalists were bounded by Article 1 of the Code 
of Ethics of the Indonesian Journalists Association which states that ‘An Indonesian 
Journalist shall be … faithful to Pancasila’.7 In comparison, the United States’ model of Press 
system gives virtually absolute freedom under the First Amendment. The US First 
Amendment says: ‘Congress shall make no law … abridging the freedom of speech or of the 
press’.8 These voices of the people that are heard through the Press in USA are sometimes 
powerful enough to induce legislative changes after being taken up by governors of states. 
 
Such a system, however, does not apply to Singapore. The Singapore Press does not 
subscribe to the libertarian, or the United States’ model of press system. The Maria Hertogh 
riot of the 1950s in Singapore is a reminder of how the press is capable of inciting racial riots. 
As Nair argues, the press system in Singapore is based on three realities. They are: Singapore 
wants social cohesion at any cost; Singapore has experienced communalism and Communism 
at their worst and has no intention on repetition; and Singapore inherited laws from the 
British colonial system which have been adapted to the local context.
9
 In fact, the press is so 
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important to the Singapore government that it adopts the developmental media perspective, 
which is the perspective that the media is vital for nation-building and economic growth.
10
 
Owing to the different press systems in countries, it can be argued that while journalists in 
America may have a role as a “watchdog”, where the journalist, through the media, provides 
a “rigorous accounting of people in power, in both public and private sector”11, actively 
airing views on policies and the inadequacies of the government, the role of journalists in 
Singapore differs. In Singapore, it can be argued that journalists are also ‘watchdogs’ in the 
sense that they help guard the success of government programmes and policies.  
 
How the disciplinary system is maintained: ‘technicians’ of discipline  
 Foucault asserts that the way the Panopticon works it that it makes the individual feel 
like he is being under surveillance at all times, even when in actuality he is not. As such, 
because of the perception of being under surveillance, the individual makes sure that he 
behaves well at all times. Using England and France as examples, Foucault highlights how 
one might think that the mechanisms of discipline are state-controlled and enforced by the 
police. However, Foucault argues that in actuality, everyone is part of the mechanism of 
‘Panopticism’.12 The “disciplinary gaze”, Foucault argues, “did, in fact, need relays… it had 
to be broken down into smaller elements, but in order to increase its productive function: 
specify the surveillance and make it functional’.”13 This means, for instance, those in higher 
positions of power are just as much being supervised by those below. It is this system as a 
whole that produces power.  
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The perception of constant surveillance or Panopticism is but one ‘technician’ of 
discipline. By ‘technician’ I refer to an instrument of discipline. According to Foucault, “the 
chief function of disciplinary power is to ‘train’, rather than to select and to levy”.14 ‘Correct’ 
training, Foucault elaborates, includes two other instruments: ‘hierarchical observation’ and 
the ‘normalizing’ judgment. ‘Hierarchical observation’ refers to surveillance by individuals at 
every level – “it leaves no zone of shade and constantly supervises the very individuals who 
are entrusted with the task of supervising”.15 ‘Normalizing judgment’ on the other hand, is a 
judgment or punishment meted out to individuals who do or do not conform to the ‘norm’. 
Those who conform are rewarded while those who do not are punished. Foucault argues that 
the power of the Norm appears through the disciplines. Using the Teachers’ Training College 
as an example, Foucault explains that the establishment of standardized education in the 
college ensures that the teachers attain ‘correct training’ and continue to propagate the 
‘norm’.16 With the correct training, the teachers trained in the college would then spread the 
understanding of the ‘norm’ to their students and the norm will be dominant in society. The 
power of the norm then disciplines people to think in a certain way. These two methods will 




Gatekeeping by middle-management 
 
Gatekeeping is an illustration of hierarchical observation. Gatekeeping refers to the 
process in which selection and rejection of certain news items takes place. In the news 
production process, the news and stories that finally get produced for circulation need to go 
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through a series of check points. As explained by one of my respondents, once the reporters 
come back with the news, their supervisors will check their findings. If the story gets 
selected, then the sub-editors will look through them for grammatical errors, amongst others, 
after which a mock copy of the newspaper will be produced. The deputy editors will then 
scrutinize the mock copy and if acceptable, only then will it be sent for printing.  
 
The fact that certain stories or news are rejected while others make it to circulation 
shows that surveillance at every level is taking place. The individuals who have the power to 
reject a story completely, put it on hold or change the angle or frame of the story are referred 
to as ‘gatekeepers’. This role is important because sharing a controversial story, despite its 
bearing on truth, may have far reaching consequences. As a former editor of The Straits 
Times puts it, “Publishing the story would mean the whole city gets to know. There’s no 
guarantee that people wouldn’t misinterpret it”.17 Gatekeepers are usually those who hold 
senior positions in the company. In the case of BH, the role of the gatekeeper is often 
assumed by the deputy editors and editors.  
 
Since the gatekeeping role is usually assumed by senior personnel in BH, it can be 
argued that part of the role involves providing training for the new reporters on the job. The 
training comes in the form of teaching and guiding them through the technical aspects of the 
job such as the programmes they have to access in their job, explaining to them the work 
culture and correcting the junior staff when they make mistakes. One example of correcting a 
junior staff involves correcting journalist practices such as the frame of the story, as evident 
in the following interview: 
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I did this story on a Malay Muslim fashion stylist – as far as I know, she was the first 
Malay fashion stylist featured in NUOVO,
18
 a European magazine. And, she wears 
the tudung. That was my story but my editor said it’s no big deal, why make it into 
such an issue? There are many Malays out there who does fashion but usually they 
don’t cover their aurat.19 So he took out the word tudung and replaced it… – Ani  
 
Ani, a junior reporter in BH, shared how reporters try to avoid controversy. In the 
excerpt above, she shared how her editor changed the angle of her story. Ani used a ‘religion 
frame’ in the story by emphasizing on the veil worn by the Malay/Muslim stylist. The reason 
for her approach, as she clarified later, is that she wanted to inspire other Malay women out 
there to delve into the fashion industry and that wearing the veil is not an obstacle to achieve 
success in the industry. Her editor, however, had a different opinion. He does not see why the 
emphasis should be placed on the tudung, the local term given to veils that are commonly 
worn by Muslim women. He went on to correct her by omitting the word tudung from her 
story, which changes the angle of the article.  
 
It is evident that Ani’s supervisor sees the word ‘tudung’ as problematic. It was only 
recently that the tudung issue occurred in Singapore, making the tudung controversial. 
Occurring first in 2002 with a minor recurrence in 2003, the tudung controversy was a more 
major incident. It involved four Muslim parents who insisted that their seven-year-old 
children be allowed to attend secular schools wearing the tudung. This issue generated a 
whole debate on religious freedom and uniform in Singapore. Some groups have argued how 
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The timing in which the tudung issue erupted could not have been more unfortunate. 
It occurred when Singaporean Muslims have had to “delicately balance their identity as 
Muslims and as Singaporeans at the same time”21, following the string of events committed 
by Muslim groups and individual. These included the September 11 attacks, Jemaah Islamiah 
(JI) arrests and attempted bombing of Yishun MRT by JI. All these events put the 
Singaporean Muslims in a complex position. This is the context in which the tudung is 
perceived. This also explains why it seems Ani’s supervisor was adamant that Ani changed 
the frame of the story – he is in fact, showing fear of the Panopticon. In this case, the 
Panopticon can be argued to be the Internal Security Act (ISA). Because of the recent events 
associated with the tudung, he is acting with caution.  
 
There are two ways in which Ani’s editor, as a gatekeeper, is acting as an instrument 
of discipline. Firstly, he guards the OB marker on religion. Secondly, he corrects her by 
taking out the word tudung from the story. By correcting her, he is in fact teaching her what 
the norms of reporting should be – that as a journalist, she must be careful that the OB marker 
on religion must not be crossed. His actions can be paralleled to the standardized education 
and the establishment of teacher training colleges in order to train students into adhering to 
the ‘norm’, as discussed by Foucault. As a gatekeeper, he observes what she writes about and 
corrects her when she departs from the ‘norm’ of reporting. His observation of Ani’s work is 
a manifestation of hierarchical surveillance. Ani, who has undergone ‘correct’ training, is 
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thus disciplined into writing in a particular way. Since disciplining is a gradual process, the 
more ‘corrections’ she has the better. In the future, Ani will act as the gatekeeper for newer 
journalists, thus ensuring that the disciplinary system continues working. It is also pertinent 
to note that Ani’s editor is not the overall editor of BH. Instead, he is at the level of middle-
management. This shows that the disciplining power indeed occurs at every level of the 
production of news in BH.  
 
Self-censorship by journalists  
Because of the disciplinary mechanism at work in BH through the hierarchical 
observation, self-censorship occurs. Before delving into what self-censorship is, it is pertinent 
to discuss censorship. Censorship as a way to contain ideas is not a new phenomenon. 
According to George Mangakis in his writing on censorship, “The system (censorship) is a 
diabolical device for annihilating your own soul. They want to make you see your thoughts 
through their eyes and control them yourself, from their point of view”22. By forcing the 
writer to see what he has written through the censor’s eyes, the censor forces him to 
internalize a ‘contaminating’ reading.23 It is important to point out that the context which 
Mangakis refers to was the German occupation in South Africa, in which Hitler wanted to 
contain the popularity of writers whose ideas and stature would be strong enough to win the 
hearts of the masses. In order to do so, the writings of these writers were censored. 
Censorship, in this case, can be argued to be the external repression or censure by the state 
over the individual.  
 
Self-censorship on the other hand, is slightly different. Self-censorship is not directed 
by an external power but arises internally, meaning that the decision to self-censor was made 
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by the individual himself. It arises partly because the individual perceives that he is under 
constant surveillance and to protect himself he self-censors. He self-censors even when in 
actuality there is no one observing him. Self-censorship marks the success of discipline over 
the soul of the individual. The individual will now be on auto-pilot mode. When self-
censorship is applied by media personnel, it means that there will be an efficient control over 
the media personnel. Applying this concept to SPH, this means that SPH does not have to lift 
a finger to discipline its personnel, thus making its control ‘efficient’. Foucault refers to this 
effect as ‘automatic docility’.24     
 
Self-censorship comes with its fair share of criticism. Gomez illustrates the success of 
the disciplinary power and its damaging consequence in his book Self-censorship: 
Singapore’s shame. He argues that “the state’s censorship of information over decades has 
resulted in the inability of people to formulate a sustained political critique or opinion, even if 
they wanted to.” This self-censorship, he further argues, “can be attributed to fear, a lack of 
confidence or a perceived incompetence in political matters.”25 In journalism, self-censorship 
begins when the reporter gives up trying.
26
 Hence, status quo is maintained and the norm 
prevails. A study by the Glasgow Media group produced a similar result. The study concludes 
that “information which contradicts the dominant view, if it appears at all, exists as fragments 
and is never explored by news personnel as a rational alternative explanation. It is not used 
by them as a way of organizing what they cover, or selecting what they film, or structuring 
their interviews”.27 As such, the dominant discourse dominates, inscribed into the text on 
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many levels, naturalized and (the alternative view is) often rendered invisible.
28
 This means 
that instead of featuring the alternative view that contradicts the ‘norm’ or the dominant view, 
the media personnel choose to be silent about it.  
 
Self-censorship on topics related to Islam 
In the case of BH, self-censorship is evident when it comes to the realm of religion. 
One instance was when I shared with one of my respondents the general trend I observed in 
the discussion of women in the BH. I noticed that women seem to be portrayed in gender 
stereotypes in BH – these include being featured in discussion on household, family and 
beauty and very much less on issues relating to Islam such as how the Syariah court
29
 in 
Singapore can use alternative perspectives that form the basis behind the promulgation of 
certain laws. For example, instead of relying on the men to espouse ‘divorce’ in order to 
formalize a divorce, more efforts could be put in place to settle divorce cases using khuluk. 
These changes would potentially help Muslim women to settle divorce. She explained some 
restrictions placed on the journalists:  
 
When it comes to Islam, yes… For column writers like us, we try as much as possible 
not to touch on Islam unless we are graduates from Al-Azhar.
30
 Only then will we be 
credible enough to talk about it. We have a directive, anything related to Islam – just 
do not write about it. Abang Ali (a senior personnel in BH) handles it… and he has a 
pool of writers as his guide/sources… – Julia  
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 It is evident in the interview above that Julia censors herself from writing about topics 
related to Islam. While it is true that she receives directives not to write on Islam, what is also 
pertinent to note is her justification for not writing. She claims that because she is not a 
graduate from Al-Azhar, a university in Cairo that specializes in Islamic knowledge, it is not 
in her position to write on Islam. There seems to be a hierarchy of knowledge when it comes 
to discussing Islam as well as a perception of incompetence amongst the journalists in 
discussing Islam. Julia emphasizes her lack of knowledge as the interview proceeds: 
 
Firstly, we are not knowledgeable. We do not want to get things wrong. And it would 
be giving the wrong signal to the readers. So to play it safe, we let the experts handle 
it. If you’re talking about women, yes, we can write about it. But not when it’s 
combining women’s stories and Islam… and not combining men’s stories with Islam. 
We try not to get into that… – Julia  
 
Another respondent shares the same sentiments. When asked if she has tried writing stories 
on Islam because she feels strongly about a certain issue relating to Islam, she explains: 
 
Personally, no, because I know that my Islamic knowledge is not strong so I’d rather 
not write about it – Manisah  
 
 By ‘we’ Julia refers to journalists in BH. Julia’s explanations, “we do not want to get 
things wrong” and “it would be giving the wrong signal to the readers” show that there is an 
awareness amongst the journalists that what they write in BH is constantly being monitored. 
Julia’s conclusive remark “so to play it safe, we let the experts handle it” is significant on a 
few grounds. Firstly, it highlights how there is a sense of fear amongst the journalists in 
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writing on Islam. Secondly, by leaving the discussion on Islam to the ‘experts’, Julia is 
displaying a lack of confidence in handling topics on Islam. Julia’s reaction here supports 
Gomez’s illustration of self-censorship in the political scene in Singapore. Gomez argues that 
self-censorship “can be attributed to fear, a lack of confidence or a perceived incompetence in 
political matters.”31 This perception of incompetence is also shared by Manisah who claims 
that her Islamic knowledge is not strong. As gathered from Julia’s and Manisah’s 
explanations above, journalists in BH can be argued to censor themselves, acting on auto-
pilot mode. Thirdly, the journalists can be argued to be protecting the OB markers racial and 
religious harmony. Hence, they do their best not frame Malay women or men in a religious 
frame. If they have to, like in the case of columns set aside specifically to Islam such as 
Bicara Rohani on Fridays, then they let the ‘experts’ do the writing.  
 
William Serrin, in his study of the perils and pitfalls of the press, asserts that “in 
journalism, self-censorship begins when the reporter gives up trying.”32 What he means is 
that the journalist gives up trying to go against the dominant views or the norm and instead 
supports status quo. Traces of these sentiments can be seen in some respondents:  
 
Maybe because I’ve been here long enough, I feel [that] I have given up with people 
like this... I mean, let’s face it… how many of us Malays are not Muslims? And 
Malays always go hand-in-hand with Islam. And the thing is, even when we’re talking 
about tudung issue or anything [relating to Islam and the Malays], we are Malays 
and our target market is Malays – hence, they generally are able to accept it so why 
do we have to discuss it? So at the end of the day, I think I give up. If these are the 
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boundaries that have been set, so be it. Sometimes, you would want to push the 
envelope but… (Sighs) – Julia  
 
Honestly, I’m jaded. I’ve been so awhile… when I first joined in, I was fresh. I didn’t 
interact much with the other departments but now… I am thinking of switching to 
another newspaper… – Ani  
 
Issues on religion – for instance amongst men overseas who convert to Islam – these 
are stories I would not write about. There are ‘directives’ also for other columns… – 
Malek  
 
Specific to the issue of representing Malay/Muslim women in relation to Islam, Julia 
in the interview above describes the challenges she faces in presenting women in veils in BH. 
Julia seems to be frustrated at the disjuncture between her perspective and what she says is in 
agreement with the perspective of the higher management. Julia’s sigh at the end of the 
statement emphasizes her acceptance of the status quo. It is interesting to note that Julia is not 
alone in her frustration. Ani, who has worked for BH for less than five years, shares the same 
sentiments as Julia. Her jadedness highlights how disciplining is affecting junior reporters 
like her. A similar restriction is also placed on discussions on men. Malek faced challenges 
like Julia in presenting men and Islam in his columns. He was asked whether there are 
restrictions to writing on men and briefly shares them. Malek mentioned that there are 
‘directives’ but he did not explain whether these directives were written. What is most 
interesting about his comment is the finality of his words – “I would not write about [issues 




From the examples above, it is evident that the journalists generally work on auto-
pilot mode when it comes to discussing Islam. They do discuss women’s issues but these 
issues are not discussed in relation to Islam. Self-censorship as a mechanism of discipline 
makes the disciplining of media more efficient. 
 
Elements that support self-censorship 
To transgress or not to transgress?   
As explained earlier, the power of the norm has the ‘normalizing’ effect. This means 
that because individuals are disciplined into sticking to the ‘norm’, the norm also 
homogenizes. In effect, when individuals depart from the ‘norm’, the individual difference 
becomes easily apparent and is able to be measured.
33
 Two of my informants shared with me 
a case where a colleague who departed from the norm in his reporting was punished. I 
highlight below the comments of one of them: 
 
There was an article talking about a cultural festival. The writer voiced some 
opinions about the festival but it did not bode well (with the management)… the writer 
who is one of the good writers here has been banned from writing till today. Now, he 
does back-office works… – Manisah  
 
As Manisah elaborated later, her colleague wrote a commentary against some aspect 
of the management of a non-Malay cultural festival. This same story was confirmed by two 
other interviewees. However, they were rather reluctant in sharing this information, 
indicating self-censorship. From this example, it is evident that the OB marker the journalist 
has transgressed is that of a racially sensitive issue. While in the previous discussions I have 
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highlighted how the OB marker on religious issue needed to be protected, it is interesting that 
racial issue is also heavily sanctioned. The normalizing judgment is apparent here – 
Manisah’s colleague has been punished for departing from the norms of reporting on the 
Malay community. He needs to be ‘reformed’ – being made to do back-office work – before 
he is allowed to ‘integrate’ back to the journalism scene. The episode also highlights how 
Panopticism is very strong in the news industry. In this case, while the opinions of the writer 
can be said to be reflective of some voices on the ground, they were not condoned at all. The 
reporter is punished by being banned from writing. He is not the only one. In 2006, a popular 
news reporter with TODAY newspaper, Mr Lee Kin Mun (also known as Mr Brown) was 
suspended after his article “Singaporeans are fed up with progress!” on the rising cost of 
living in Singapore.
34
 Hence, it is clear that the lines drawn by the government with regards 
to censorship is very strictly guarded. The continued presence of the personnel in BH despite 
being banned becomes a frightening example for the other reporters and disciplines them to 
stick to the norms of reporting.  
 
 In comparison, those who stick to the norm or are able to successfully toe the line, are 
rewarded. While it is not stated by any of the respondents, it is clear by looking at the past 
editors and chief reporters of BH and where they are today. Apart from the first two editors of 
BH post-independence who were detained under the ISA, the subsequent editors have largely 
taken on state positions in the Singapore government. These include Mr Zainul Abidin 
Rasheed, editor of BH 1976 - 1983, now Senior Minister of State and in the Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs
35
 and Mr Yatiman Yusoff, editor of BH in 1984 – 1986 now Senior 
Parliamentary Secretary, also with the Ministry of Information, Communication and the 
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 Some deputy editors and chief reporters also hold state positions. They include Mr 
Maidin Packer Mohamed, chief reporter of BH from 1984-1986 and assistant Editor in 1987-
1988, currently Senior Parliamentary Secretary (Ministry of Environment and Ministry of 
Home Affairs)
37
 and Mr Hawazi Daipi; 1983-1997; Senior Leader/feature writer of BH, 
currently Senior Parliamentary Secretary (Ministry of Education and Ministry of 
Manpower).
38
 The positions in the Singapore government they hold today testify to how they 
have successfully toed the line and are thus rewarded. Current journalists in BH thus have a 
clear picture painted in front of them – choose to transgress the OB marker and they will end 
up like their colleague who is now doing back-office works; or continue to censor themselves 
and toe the line and they will be rewarded with state positions. It is pertinent to note that it is 
not clear where the line actually is. As such, those who ‘toe the line’ may actually censor so 
much that they contribute less than what they can to the community.   
  
Perceived threats   
 Another coercive method that seems to support self-censorship is the perception of 
threat. As described by one of my respondents:    
 
Yes, we (may) have this passion that we want to champion. But we feel that although 
the majority of us feel strongly about it, the boss will ask – do you still love your rice 
bowl? If you do, then we have to go with the flow… – Julia  
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 In this case, the prospect of losing a job – “do you still love your rice bowl?” – is 
made to be a punishment for crossing the line. In the context of Singapore, where cost of 
living is increasing, the prospect of losing a job – especially for a middle-aged person – is not 
something one wants to face. This compels the reporter to toe the line and self-censor. Julia’s 
excerpt above also highlights another important thing –punishment is no longer inflicted on 
the body but is replaced by disciplining of individual’s soul. This echoes what Foucault 
discusses on the disciplinary society. In this case, Julia’s soul is attacked, so much so that she 
has given up trying to fight the system. Instead of facing the likelihood in being punished, 
reporters like Julia self-censor. These perceived threats make discipline an efficient system.  
 
Self-censorship: from a different perspective 
 Since I have been getting signs of self-censorship from the journalists, indicating that 
they have been successfully disciplined by the Panopticon, I went on to interview some 
editors to see if they also practice self-censorship. It is pertinent that their views be studied 
because they are ones responsible for the general direction of the newspaper. Also, the 
journalists under them also tend to see them as their ‘role models’, meaning that if the editors 
allow a certain frame on women to be used, then the journalists will most likely follow suit. 
Owing to the shortage of space to discuss in-depth interviews with many editors, I relate my 
interview with one of them.  
 
 In the preceding pages, I have highlighted how journalists in BH receive directives 
from the top to be cautious when discussing Islam. For instance, the journalists are not 
permitted to discuss Malay/Muslim women and relate them to sensitive topics on Islam. The 
journalists also display self-censorship when it comes to issues on religion. Interestingly, one 
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of the BH editors, Hamid, seems more forthcoming in reporting the community’s stand. He 
explains below:     
 
Sometimes we disagree with the government’s action/line… [For instance, after 911 
and the US invasion of Iraq]… [The Singapore] government is all for US… we will 
report government’s stand, but at the same time we will also report our community’s 
feelings. So do you do that? Do you want to be confrontational? What will you gain? 
So the line we take is to reflect, but not in a confrontational way… Although we do 
that, the government is still not happy, but we explain to them that if we do not do 
that, government will lose credibility – Hamid  
   
 Hamid explains the approach taken by the BH newspaper – that they reflect the 
sentiments on the ground but not in a confrontational way. At a glance, he seems confident in 
letting the voices of the people be heard. He claims to “also report our community’s feelings” 
– something that the journalists in the interviews do not attest to. He also seems very 
confident in making the voices of the Malays heard. His confidence can be argued to be 
based on his position as the editor who has worked in BH for a very long time, hence making 
him more knowledgeable in framing a certain issue in ways that are non-sensitive. However, 
on closer analysis, it is evident that by taking the ‘reflective’ approach, Hamid is actually 
toeing the line. When he chooses to take this approach, it signals that he accepts that some 
issues that might be more sensitive might not even be touched on. Hamid’s censoring of 
himself here highlights that editors are still very much part of the larger disciplinary system. 





Is this the way forward? 
  In this chapter, I have discussed the instruments used to discipline the soul of the 
journalists – namely gatekeeping, normalization and self-censorship – and the extent to which 
the journalists in BH manifest the disciplinary effects. With these instruments in place, the 
Panopticon system will run like clockwork. While the system is seen as efficient from the 
government’s perspective, it can also be seen as a detriment for the Malay community. Who 
will carry the task of giving voice to the Malays, and in particular Malay women when the 
media personnel in BH censor themselves? These two chapters provide the premise in which 
























Chapter 3: Framing images of Malay women _____________  
In the previous chapter, I have discussed the history of BH and the constraints its 
personnel faces in depicting particular images and sharing particular stories on Malay women 
and the self-censorship that takes place. I argued that the personnel needed to be more careful 
especially when there are OB markers involved. In this chapter and the next, I will also use 
the concept of disciplining, but in a different way than before. While previously, the 
disciplining comes in the form of fearing the Panopticon, which is the ISA, in this chapter 
and the next, I show the type of images and reporting that arise because of the disciplined 
souls. The Panopticon here is not the scare of the ISA but the Malay readership and its 
perceived “ideals”. These “ideals” include the perception of “ideal” Malay womanhood as 
well as Malay culture. These souls portray Malay women in a particular way that conforms to 
these perceived “ideals” and leaves out alternative ways of portraying Malay women. Having 
this as a focus, I argue, allows BH to sidestep the OB markers of religion since what 
permeates from the interviews in the previous chapter is caution when it comes to writing on 
religion, leaving it only to the “specialists”. This creates a disciplining system that makes 
every reader, reporter and every advertizer in BH, play the role of “cultural gatekeeper” and 
policing BH.   
 
In this chapter, I will highlight two dominant frames that are commonly used in the 
portrayal of Malay women in visuals in BH. It is necessary that these frames are studied 
because they highlight how images of Malay women are disciplined in the newspaper. While 
some might argue that visuals such as advertisements are not within the control of the 
newspaper as they are meant to generate profits for the newspaper, I argue that it is important 
that these visuals be studied because apart from texts, these visuals form part of the overall 
message that BH gives to its readers. I have identified two main frames that are used when 
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depicting Malay women. These frames are: framing the Malay woman’s roles and framing 
the Malay woman’s body. Although I have gone through many visuals in researching this 
chapter, I have chosen to highlight only some of them here because I feel that they represent 
the trends I have observed in my study.  
 
Role of visuals  
In conveying messages and information to the readers, newspapers not only rely on 
their written contents but also on other aspects such as visuals and imageries to get their 
points across. Sometimes, visuals are more effective in relaying messages because they get to 
the subconscious of the readers. As asserted by Gyorgy Kepes in Language of Vision, ‘Visual 
experience is more than the experience of pure sensory qualities. Visual sensations are 
interwoven with memory overlays. Each visual configuration contains a meaningful text, 
evokes associations of things, events, created emotional and conscious responses…’.1  
 
 ‘Visuals’ in newspapers may refer to a myriad of things but its primary function is to 
communicate with the readers. These items include advertisements, comic strips, headings of 
news reports and photographs. John Berger, in his book Ways of Seeing, pointed out that 
advertising has become a central part of the culture of consumer society today.
2
 It is 
everywhere, enticing consumers to purchase products in the most creative ways. There are 
deep social assumptions that are embedded in advertisements, which Goldman argues, 
consumers take for granted.
3
 Owing to the messages that advertisements carry, it can be 
regarded as a type of discourse that carries ideologies or ‘structures of meaning’.4 Since it is 
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in advertisements that images of women are most prominent, advertisements form the bulk of 
my analysis in the first part of this chapter.   
To highlight how potent the message through advertisement is, it is pertinent to note 
that a marketing department that focuses solely on advertisements exists within SPH. While 
its main aim is to attract investors to buy pages of advertisements in the newspaper, it also 
does a selection of ‘appropriate’ advertisements. Advertisements need to adhere to strict 
Advertizing Standards of Authority of Singapore (ASAS) guidelines. ASAS was set up in 
1973 to “promote ethical advertising in Singapore and is the self-regulatory body of the 
advertising industry.”5 The SPH marketing department follows closely the ASAS guidelines, 
going through a whole series of checks before finally being published in the newspaper. 
Those advertising investors found to make untruthful claims will suffer heavy fines. 
 
Interestingly, a separate group within the marketing division of SPH handles 
exclusively advertisements for BH. In an interview with one of the copy-vetters, Aliff, from 
SPH marketing team, the ASAS guidelines are ‘comprehensive’. If it is so as he claimed, why 
is the creation of such a group necessary? The creation of such a group suggests a distinction 
in the type of advertisements featured in BH from the other newspapers or perhaps a greater 
sensitivity is needed when it comes to advertisements in BH. What the Aliff said seemed to 
reflect the possible sensitivity at hand: 
 
There are 4 or 5 of us… we solely look at BH’s advertisements. We handle the 
advertisements only in BH and BM, so we don’t take care of the other papers, 
comparatively to the other colleagues of mine… more than 70 – 100 people in there. 
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But for my team, we focus on the Malay paper because it is a minority paper and 
special… they need to have a team to focus just on the advertisements – Aliff 
When probed what he meant by the “special” status of BH, Aliff responded:  
You will have advertisements in The Straits Times newspaper (ST) and the same 
advertisements can appear in BH. However, the advertisements in BH may not appear 
in ST. Product that are very niche to the Malays such as “Habbatul Sauda”6, (if) you 
try to advertize it in the English paper… it’s kind of lost in a sense… 
I think we are much more active in the print readers. The sensitivity is much more 
prevalent in BH than in the other papers – Aliff  
 
From Aliff’s response above, it appears that Aliff sees BH as “special” because the 
advertisements that appear caters specifically to the Malay/Muslim community here and may 
not be relevant for other community. This response resonates with Khoo’s argument that the 
different newspapers provide a look into the different (cultural) ‘worlds’ coexisting in 
Singapore.
7
 Also, because the community is “more active in the print readers”, BH’s readers 
could be more sensitive to what is featured in the newspaper. Aliff’s sentiments on the 
sensitivity of advertisements in BH is echoed by one of the editors, Malek. However, Malek 
brought a new angle to the definition of “sensitivity”. When asked who decides whether an 
advertisement is acceptable or not, Malek said: 
 
It’s me… (he shows me an example of one spa advertisement)… I told them (the 
advertizers), cover a bit… bottom part cover a bit. They will come to me, I cannot say 
no, (if not) then the marketing manager will say that I’m turning away money. But 
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they (the marketing department) don’t know the sensitivity... Whatever that can be 
covered, (I’d tell them to) cover… – Malek  
 
 Both Alif and Malek’s reactions above attest to the fact that advertisements are 
carefully selected and scrutinized before being printed. However, there is a slight difference 
in their perspective on the sensitivities within the BH readership. While Aliff mostly talked 
about the relevance of the advertisements to the BH readers, Malek alludes to the woman’s 
body when discussing on sensitivities, elaborating on how the female body needs to be more 
“covered” for the advertisement to be accepted. It thus can be argued that Malek is one 
example of a ‘cultural gatekeeper’, deciding the overall message of the newspaper and what 
is permissible or not for the BH readership. He even disciplines woman’s bodies, rejecting or 
remodelling those that run counter to what he sees as cultural norms. Malay women in 
advertisements in BH therefore need to be studied as they form the ‘accpetable’ 
advertisements that become the ‘norm’ in the newspaper.   
 
Framing women in advertisements  
 Erving Goffman’s Gender Advertisements is a useful prelude to getting a picture of 
framing of women in advertisements. In his analysis of 500 print advertisements from US 
newspapers and popular magazines, he found 6 categories that these advertisements can fall 
into. These categories are: relative size, feminine touch, function ranking, the family, the 
ritualization of subordination and licensed withdrawal.
8
 In terms of relative size, he found 
that women were almost never shown to be taller than men, except in the rare instances 
where men were shown to be of subordinated social class; in terms of feminine touch, 
women, more than men were framed using their fingers and hands to cradle or caress objects 
                                                          
8
 Erving Goffman, Gender advertisements (New York : Harper & Row, 1979, c1976), 2. 
61 
 
in advertisements; in terms of the family, when housework scenes were shown, males were 
framed to be not contributing at all. Goffman’s findings led him to conclude that advertizers 
tended to conventionalize what already exists in society.
9
 What this means is that the 
advertizers merely re-presented the gender stereotypes that exists, thus reinforcing them.  
 
In modern advertizing, using gender stereotypes to sell products is believed to help 
translate messages better to potential buyers. A study by Courtney and Whipple on American 
print ads from 1958-1976 elaborated how the images of women usually frame women’s roles 
as confined to the home, caring mostly about personal beauty and household tasks. Women 
are also commonly framed in decorative roles and made to appear dependent on men for 
decision-making.
10
 Women’s bodies, often disembodied, are also used in advertisements.11 It 
is common to see only the women’s legs featured in the advertisement frame. Of late, these 
disembodied body parts are infused with messages of perfection to create overt concern over 
the body to boost consumption. This “Modern Girl” has a body that is as excessively refined 
– with individual body parts needing to be polished, scrubbed, sprayed so that arms, legs, lips 
are stylishly presented to the people around her.
12
 The breaking down of women’s body parts 
that can be focused on for beauty purposes contribute significantly to consumerism. 
Consumers buy these products because of the meanings they get from purchasing the 
products. Some of these commodities for example, are ‘associated with modernity, novelty 
and self-care with consciousness of bodily autonomy, freedom and sexual desire’.13    
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Depictions of femininity are also commonly used in advertisements to sell products, 
especially beauty products. Betterton, in her study on women’s bodies, contends, “the visual 
is particularly important in the definition of femininity, both because of the significance 
attached to images in modern culture and because a woman’s character and status are 
frequently judged by her appearance”.14 There are many ways that femininity can be depicted 
in advertisements. Firstly, it can be depicted via “feminine touch” that Goffman describes 
above. Secondly, femininity can be depicted via the gaze. Trevor Millum, in the study of 
advertizing in women’s magazines, Images of Women, argues that physical appearance such 
as the face, hair and body, is significant because it not only represents the whole person but 
also conveys messages to the outside world, especially when it involves promoting certain 
conventions of beauty and fashion.
15
 Millum has identified the eyes are the most significant 
in conveying meaning out of the many features of the face. Blinking with one eye, for 
instance, is popularly depicted as used by women, usually of ill-repute, for seduction while 
the wearing of dark glasses not only protects the eyes from the sun, but also tempts man to 
uncover the eyes and create in him a desire to get closer to the wearer. In both the examples 
given, the eyes – either visible or hidden behind sun glasses – help in creating the image of 
women, making her more sensual or feminine, depending on the intention of the advertizer. 
The woman’s gaze is thus another way in which femininity can be depicted.  
 
Finally, femininity can also be manifested through dress. Dress not only helps 
distinguish between genders, it also helps create an image for the wearer, making the wearer 
appear more ‘feminine’, ‘modern’ or less so to others. Following Barnes and Eicher, the word 
“dress” is used here as a comprehensive term to identify direct body changes and items added 
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 These include garments like skirts, coats as well as accessories like necklaces, 
hair band and veils. A careful selection of garments such as a floral blouse paired with a skirt 
and looped earrings can help create a more feminine image for the wearer while a padded 
coat with loose fitting pants create a more masculine or manly look. Dress is influenced by 
the fashion on the time. Joanne Entwistle, in her study of dress manuals of women, found the 
1970s – 1990s to be a period where the “career women” were celebrated. The term “career 
women” refers to women who have jobs, particularly as white-collar workers. Since her focus 
was on dress, she found that the ‘career women’ was manifested by ‘power dressing’ and the 
‘emergence of a new kind of consumption for women’.17 Entwistle found that the dress 
manuals for women during this period differed greatly from the manuals in the periods 
before, indicating also a difference in the kinds of success women in each period sought and 
the notions of self that the manuals worked with. Entwistle highlights that the differences 
between career women of the 1970s and 1980s are as such: the 1970s featured a new breed of 
working women who are university-educated, professional middle-class women who enter 
career structures previously men’s domain. Women in the 1980s however, have a different 
notion of the self – they have internalized a ‘performing self’ in which greater emphasis is 
placed on appearance, display and management of its premises’.18 The 1990s onwards was a 
period where the ‘performing self’ intensified.  
 
The various studies that I have described all point to the many ways framing of 
women takes place in advertisements. These include: in terms of the role she plays, for 
example in relation to her family, in terms of her body, her femininity and finally her dress. It 
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is pertinent to note that these studies seem to show women being framed mostly at surface 
levels in advertisements. Are these frames reproduced in the images in BH?  
 
Framing Malay women in BH advertisements 
Framing the roles of Malay woman  
On 2
nd
 September 1975, then Prime Minister Lee Kuan Yew’s statement – “Semoga 
peranan didik jegerasi baru tidak akan rosak… (may the role of educating the new generation 
will not be spoilt)” appeared on the front page of BH. In the article, PM Lee went to urge 
women to leave their homes and join the workforce. While he encouraged them on the one 
hand, he reminded them to not forget their role in educating for the next generation. Through 
his statement, it is clear that he sees the role of women as taking care of the family and the 
household. Women thus have an additional role to take on. PM Lee’s statement was echoed 
by BH through their reporters over the subsequent days. On 5
th
 September 1975, in BH’s 
editorial section, another reminder was given to women through the article “Jangan merosak 
diri sendiri (do not destroy yourself)”. In this article, the writer started out by saying that 
there is no difference between Singaporean women and men today as both of them are in the 
work force. He seemed to remind the male audience that they should not expect the same 
treatment from their wives as when they were housewives. The writer shared how some 
women have attended a seminar by the National Trades Union Congress (NTUC) that 
suggested, amongst others, for husbands to share the responsibility at home and educating 
their sons so they know they have the same responsibility as their sisters. That said, at the end 
of the article, the writer made a jibe about how women should not take the chance to start a 
“campaign” in the household as it would be “akibatnya buruk kepada keluarga mereka sendiri 
(…bad for their own family)”. It appears here that although the writer promotes a fairer 
household distribution of work, he, like PM Lee, sees the main role of caregiver as belonging 
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to women. This provides the background to the frames that Malay women are shown in in the 
period of the 1970s.  
 
As highlighted by Courtney and Whipple, print ads from 1958 – 1976 typically 
showed stereotypical images of gender. Some of these stereotypes include, among others, 
how the women’s place is at home and rather indecisive, having to rely on men. Usually the 
motherly aspect of character is emphasized. The Malay woman cannot be excluded from this 
stereotype.  
 
The DUMEX advertisement below (Ad 1) is a typical depiction of women as mothers 
in the 1970s. Notice that out of the six frames of pictures included in the advertisement, three 
of them contain photos of women carrying a baby, while one of them is of a couple with a 
baby. As argued by Millum, it is the physical appearance such as the face and eyes that 
convey important messages to the outside world.  
 
Ad 1: DUMEX 
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This can be seen in the DUMEX advertisement. In all these frames, the women’s eyes 
are not directed at the camera but at the baby’s. Also, the woman is seen as smiling as she 
kisses the baby’s cherubic cheeks, nuzzles the baby’s nose and plays with the baby. The gaze, 
being directed at the baby at all times, indicates the ‘intensive mothering’, a phenomenon 
when attention is given to the baby 24/7 as the baby requires. The smile plastered on the 
woman’s face emphasizes joy and happiness, which at another level also drives home the 
point about the ‘natural’ bond between the mother and child. This bond is used as a way to 
target mothers to buy the DUMEX product. The ‘natural’ bond between the happy mother 
and her child can also be argued to be an ‘ideal’ or model image, sending messages to the 
readership of how a mother should behave.       
 
Another role that women are commonly featured in is as a grandmother. This is 
evidenced in the Maggi sauce advertisement below (Ad 2). This advertisement includes a 
collage of photos featuring 50 ‘true’ (sejati) grandmothers. The accompanying text to the 
product – the Maggi sauce has passed the test of 50 ‘true’ grandmothers; why not try it on 
your family?
19
  – emphasizes the delicious taste of the sauce, for it has been approved by the 
grandmothers. The fact that grandmothers are chosen as the spokespersons for the product 
instead of grandfathers supports Courtney and Lockeretz’s study on stereotyping women’s 
place as in the home, particularly the kitchen. Additionally, the advertisement plays with the 
notion of how “home cooking” is the best, strengthening the image of cooking being the 
realm of women and in turn, home, being the place for women.  
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Ad 2: Maggi Sauce 
 
It is also common to see men framed in stereotypical roles. There is a universal 
tendency in cultural thought to conceptualize men and women in sets of metaphorically 
associated binary oppositions. One popular conceptualization is to align men with ‘culture’ or 
products of human consciousness and to see women as closer to ‘nature’.20 While ‘culture’ is 
accorded the greatest esteem in society, ‘nature’ on the other hand is devalued and defined as 
being of a lower order of existence
21
 for its capriciousness and its potential in causing 
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destruction. The volatile temperament of nature meant that ‘nature’ is dangerous and has to 
be controlled.   
 
In the case of Malay culture, the binary oppositions are crafted based on the concepts 
of ‘akal’ and ‘nafsu’. The notion of men having ‘reason’ and women having unbridled 
‘passion’ is part of the gender discourse in Malay culture.22 Granted, this discourse has been 
dominated by outsiders, some of whom display an orientalist view where the Malays are seen 
as an ‘exotic’ topic of study. However, for the purposes of this analysis, the binary opposition 
is useful for understanding the concept of disciplining women. Because ‘passion’ like nature, 
is uncontrolled and associated with negativity, women as the embodiment of ‘passion’ 
likewise ought to be disciplined. Such binary oppositions are not only seen in advertisements. 
Such gender stereotypes are also common in other visuals such as in comic strips. The comic 
strip below is an example.  
Comic Strip 1: Malay women as emotional 
 In this comic strip, the wife Yah, is presented as crying because she doubts her 
husband’s love for her. She sits by his side as he reads the newspaper. It is evident from the 
positioning of the two characters that Yah is the weaker one – she sits on the floor while her 
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husband sits comfortably on the chair. This echoes Goffman’s analysis of gender portrayals, 
where the weaker gender is framed in a lower position than the other. Yah’s husband told her 
that she was noisy after she shared her feelings. Attributing her feelings to noise suggests that 
what she is sharing is something trivial in his eyes. In the second frame, the audience is 
informed that it is not the first time Yah mentioned it to her husband. He reassures her in the 
third frame, then in the fourth frame, snubs her, tells her not to raise the issue anymore and 
continues reading the newspaper. Yah’s actions and her husband’s reaction echoes Peletz’s 
study on Malay culture. He argues that in Malay culture, the binary oppositions are crafted 
based on the concepts of ‘akal’ and ‘nafsu’. The notion of men having ‘reason’ and women 
having unbridled ‘passion’ is part of the gender discourse in Malay culture.23 Here, Yah’s 
husband is featured as having ‘reason’ not to be affected by a minor issue. The role that 
Yah’s husband plays in the comic strip is the dominating one while Yah is represented as the 
weaker one.  
 
 Another common gender stereotype used in advertisements is the binary opposition 
between being “active” and “passive”. Take the advertisement below for the example. In this 
Rodenstock sunglasses advertisement, the tag line “Specially created for the active men” is 
used. Although the women in the advertisement are also wearing sunglasses, the adjective 
“active” is used to describe men. This paints the picture of men as having “active” roles 
while women on the other hand take on more “passive” roles. The gender stereotype is stark.  
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Ad 3: Rodenstock 
 
 That said, there are signs of change in the later advertisements. In this advertisement 
by the National Productivity Board of Singapore that appeared in the 1980s, “Ayuh 
Singapura Kita Lebihkan Sedikit Usaha (Come on Singapore, let’s put in a bit more effort”, 
the husband is seen as helping out with the household chores. He is seen as washing the 
dishes together with his daughter while his son carries a bowl. It appears that the 
advertisement is promoting a fair household where everyone helps out. However, if we look 
at the text that accompanies this advertisement, we can see that the advertisement is in fact 
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promoting economic productivity and how it starts from the home. We can see that the 
government has made use of gender stereotypes – in this case, a fairer distribution of 
household chores – to push its agenda of economic productivity. Such advertisements were 
not seen previously. 
 
 
Ad 4: National Productivity Board 
 
 The exposure to other roles that Malay woman have, besides the stereotypical role as 
a mother and home-maker, can be seen in the fashion sketches in the newspaper. In the 
1970s, readers could send in sketches to BH. These sketches are usually sketches of women’s 
fashion and are sent by women. The centrality of fashion to women highlights how women 
like to beautify themselves. I will explore this later in this chapter. The sharing of sketches by 
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the readers appeared in the late 1970s in BH and continued to the early 1980s. There is a 
trend in the types of sketches sent in by the readers. I share some below.  
 
 In the 1970s, it is common to see women in modified traditional attires. Sketches 1, 2 
and 3 below are examples of it. The balance between modernity and tradition seems to be the 
focus of these sketches, as depicted in the text accompanying Sketch 1, “Moden tapi 
keasliannya tetap terpelihara”. The sketches are also infused with increasingly foreign 
fashion. In Sketch 2, the kebaya looks like a western dress while in Sketch 3, the kebaya is 





    









































        
       














Sketches sent in in the 1980s and 1990s however showed women in work wear, 
indicating that more women are entering the work force such that such fashion is becoming 
the norm. Women are thus taking on a new role as a fashionable career woman. This 
celebration of a career woman can also be seen in visuals in BH. For example, in the sketch 
below (Sketch 4), apart from donning the tudung, the woman is also dressed in an outfit 
suitable for office wear. The outfit is described as neat and tidy. The other sketch below 
(Sketch 5) also depicts women in office wear. Interestingly, in both the sketches, the 
women’s office wear is installed with shoulder pads that make her shoulder appear broad, big 
and thus more masculine. It seems as though power is associated with masculinity, and by 
making the women wear outfits that are a modified version of men’s typical office wear, she 
is made to embody power.  
                                            




While the advertisement showed a fairer distribution of household tasks, it is in comic 
strips that we see an extreme in gender relationships – that of role reversal. In the comic strip 
below, we see the interaction between a husband and wife, as observed by the son. The 
couple was discussing who would win the boxing match between Muhammad Ali and Joe 
Frazier. What is important in this strip is the statement made by the father to the son in the 
absence of the mother. He said: “Emak kau tu, chuma orang dapor Mamat. Apa yang dia tahu 
pasal tinju” (Your mom is a home maker who is confined to the kitchen. What does she know 
about boxing?). Here, it is evident where the place of women is in the eyes of men – it is in 
the kitchen! However, the comic strip ends with the mother actually wearing what looks like 
boxing gloves! This shows that the father’s assumption that the mother does not know much 
about boxing is wrong, and possibly outdated. While role reversal is only appeared in comic 
strips in the 1970s, in the 1980s, it was fast becoming a reality!  
 






Framing the body of the Malay woman 
 As mentioned earlier through the interview with Malek, the Malay woman’s body is 
something that BH is cautious with as it is seen as capable of being “insensitive” to the Malay 
readers. Malek thus gate keeps what is published in the newspaper. At the same time, because 
of the disciplining mechanisms, the advertizers, like the reporters, self-censor themselves. As 
elucidated through Malek’s response:  
 
Every now and then, they (the advertizers) will ask me – for example, whether it is 
okay to show a bra advertisement in BH? I said it is okay – you mean Malay women 
don’t wear bra? But until now, they did not send in such advertisement.  
- Malek 
 
The reaction of the advertizers – asking whether it is “acceptable” to show particular 
images of Malay women and choosing, in the end, not to publish at all is self-censoring at 
work. They are afraid of going counter to the “ideals” of Malay womanhood and culture. It is 
pertinent to mention here that this has not always been the case. In fact, display of women’s 
body is common in the advertisements of the 1970s. Exposure of the female body, according 
to Courtney and Lockeretz, is one of the four typical stereotypes of women as sexual objects 
for men.
24
 This is when the ‘male gaze’ becomes apparent. The ‘male gaze’, as explained in 
the Introduction, refers to a structure of male-looking/female to-be-looked-at-ness. Usually, 
this is seen when certain body parts of women are accentuated and they take on a decorative 
role in advertisements. Advertisements featuring women with exposed skin were common in 
the 1970s.   
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In the De Witt’s Pil advertisement for body aches below, a man is seen carrying a 
Malay woman who is clad in a swimsuit. Her long, slender legs are exposed and the couple is 
seen as sharing a private moment. The tag line that comes with the advertisement – “Hidup 
ria… sehat sejahtera! (Life is happy… healthy!)” suggests that a consumer taking the pill will 
be happy like the man portrayed here, who is happy with the woman.  
 
Ad 5: De Witt’s Pill 
 
Another example is the bra advertisement below. The Gazelle bra ad below features a 
woman clad in only a bra. Her pose – having her chin supported by her hand and her eyes are 
averted from the camera – exudes a sense of confidence in herself. Her hair, being tied up in a 
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bun, accentuates her slender neck, which is also commonly associated with sexuality. While 
the ad is indeed selling the bra, the way in which the woman’s sensuality is emphasized – 
which is unnecessary – indicates a ‘male gaze’ at work.   
 
A ‘male gaze’ is also manifested when women are portrayed in decorative roles while 
flaunting their bodies. The Magnolia advertisement below is an example of how women’s 
bodies are displayed to sell the product. The woman’s role in this advertisement is clearly 
decorative – although the advertisement is selling the Magnolia drink, what is emphasized is 
the woman’s bare legs that are exposed by her short shorts. The way her legs are posed makes 
her look languid. This supports Goffman’s analysis that women shown in recumbent 
positions are in fact sending the message that women are passive characters to the readers. 
The decorative role that the woman has in the ad – there is no need for her to be there or 
dressed in exposing clothes – highlights the ‘male gaze’ at work. Thus, it is evident how 
although the ad targets a ‘general’ public via selling the drink, it seems that the ad is meant to 
attract male viewership.  
 
Also, at another level, this ad seems to hold a message to women as well – drink 
Magnolia and you will look like me! Judith Williamson, in her study on decoding 
advertisements, termed this ‘product as currency’, meaning that the product is made 
interchangeable with a second ‘product’.25 In this case, the Magnolia drink is made 
interchangeable with the second ‘product’ – a healthy and attractive female body. The 
adjectives and phrases used in the accompanying text – a pure mango drink which tastes 
sweet and smells good – not only describes the product but also the woman in the 
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advertisement. These adjectives thus help reinforce the mental connection between drinking 
the product and looking good for the female readership.  
 
                    
             Ad 6: Gazelle Bra                                                           Ad 7: Magnolia 
 
 Interestingly, not only the female body was flaunted. This MADRID jeans 
advertisement below shows a man dressed only in his jeans, lounging on his motorcycle. The 
opposite of the ‘male gaze’, the ‘female gaze’ can be argued to be at play here. That said, 
advertisements like these are the minority in the newspapers. Most advertisements still show 




Ad 8: MADRID 
 
 Towards the end of the 70’s, I notice a trend towards covering of the Malay woman’s 
body in visuals in BH. Though the Malay women are not veiled, her skin was shown much 
lesser than before. This occurred in tandem with more advertisements with Islamic elements 
appearing in BH. These Islamic advertisements, interestingly, usually showed objects that 
allude to its “Islamicness” rather than showing a person, may it be male or female. One such 




Ad 9: Zaitun 
 
 The Zaitun advertisement shows a whole array of products it markets. Its tagline – 
“Appreciate cosmetic from ingredients that are pure and of high quality; Zaitun – use it 
without doubt 
26
 – is the most interesting in the Zaitun advertisement above. It is significant 
that the word “pure” (suci) is given prominence in the advertisement for it has a definite 
religious connotation. The prevalence of such advertisements with Islamic elements also 
indicates that there is a market for such products, which in turn suggests that that there is a 
growing self-awareness and self-confidence of Muslims here. In the early 2000, Hejab Iran 
became popular in Singapore. Hejab Iran is specializes in Muslim women attire from Iran. 
This was the start of outright portrayals of Muslim women in hijab or the tudung in 
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advertisements. Previously, advertisements tended not to feature women in the tudung. In the 
Hejab Iran advertisement below, the advertisement is framed as meeting the taste of the 
Muslim women (mencapai citarasa Muslimah).  
 
Ad 10: Hejab Iran 
 
BEWA Fashion is another company that promotes clothing for the Muslim women. In 
fact, the company goes a step further by featuring popular female religious teachers. In the 
BEWA fashion advertisement below, Dr Mashitah Ibrahim, a popular religious teacher from 
Malaysia, is featured. In the advertisement, she quoted the high quality of the BEWA jubah 
(loose dress) and how practical it is because it can be used when performing the prayers, 
without having to bring a telekung (the extended female headgear for prayers) everywhere. 
Dr Mashitah’s quote her seems to endorse the Islamicness of BEWA’s female attire and 
appeal to the Malay women readers of BH. The fact that Dr Mashitah is used suggests that 
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there is a bigger market for Islamic products today, especially those catering to Malay 
women. Also, the usage of powerful female leaders to market a product, without having to 
bare their skin like in the case of Dr Mashitah here, highlights the change in the usage of 
Malay women’s bodies to sell products in advertisements in BH.        
 
Ad 11: BEWA fashion 
 
It is not only in advertisements that women in tudung are featured. Comic strips also 
begin to show women in tudung, such as the one below. In this strip, what is exchanged by 
the characters no longer showed gender disparities but the fact that a woman in tudung is 
used suggest that the Malay woman in tudung is becoming a new stereotype in visuals in the 
newspaper. Perhaps it can also indicate how the time of using skin to sell products, are 
coming to an end. That said, does it also entail that the “male gaze” in advertisements is 




Comic strip 3: Malay woman in tudung 
 
As mentioned earlier, women today have internalized a ‘performing self’ in which 
greater emphasis is placed on appearance, display and management of its premises’.27 This 
performing self is intensive, looking at the numerous advertisements on beautifying the body 
such as skin care and fashion advertisements. Increasingly, women in tudung are used to front 
such advertising campaigns. The advertisement below is an example.  
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Ad 12: Slimming advertisement 
  
To show the successful weight loss, the women are pictured dressed in more fitting clothes 
such as the kebaya. Such attires accentuate the women’s new slim physique. Thus, it can be 
said that although the women’s bodies are more covered up, the “male gaze” is still evident 
as the Malay woman’s body is still flaunted for advertising purposes. It is just that the way in 
which the gaze is done varies a bit from before.   
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The place of the “male gaze” in the disciplining of the Malay woman 
In this chapter, I have focused on two particular frames – Framing the Malay 
women’s roles and Framing the Malay women’s body. These two frames are the easiest to 
identify in the visuals concerning Malay women and the most common. Through my 
analysis, I have found that visuals of Malay women, advertisements in particular, seems to 
have moved away from showing women in clearly stereotypical “weaker”, “passive” and 
“provocative” roles. Men are featured sharing household tasks with their wives and helping 
out at home and also in “provocative” images. In fact, there is a widening in the roles Malay 
women are depicted in over the years. In terms of women’s bodies, Malay women tended to 
be more covered. Women’s bodies are regarded as “sensitive” to BH. For instance, visuals of 
Malay women that appear on BH are more conservative than before in terms of the display of 
their bodies. Today, photos of women in tudung are quickly replacing the disembodied 
bodies of women in advertisements. Professional Malay women are fronting advertisements 
too, which suggest a lessening of gendered stereotypes in visuals in BH. That said, I have 
also pointed out how this does not necessarily mean that the “male gaze” has stopped. 
 
While the images featuring women are seemingly more conservative than before, with 
advertizers censoring themselves from featuring images they feel run counter to the perceived 
“ideals” of the Malay community, the “male gaze” is still on going, albeit varied. This 
suggests that BH is not particularly serious about countering gendered stereotypes. Can the 
same be said about the stories on Malay women covered in BH? I will discuss this issue in 
the next chapter.  
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Chapter 4: Framing Malay women in BH stories___________ 
 In its daily circulation, there are numerous stories about Malay women that appear in 
BH. These stories are typically varied and have included women involved in crime, stories on 
celebrities, successful entrepreneurs, to women trying to get their lives back on track. When 
asked what type of women BH intentionally wants to feature in the newspaper, Malek 
responded: 
Basically what we emphasize is a Malay woman who likes independence. Women, 
who were previously facing hardship, divorced etc… but is able to bring up (her) 
family… [Others include]… women’s personal achievement – we want to highlight 
that. Basically women who are successful. 
- Malek 
 
Malek’s colleague, Julia, gives a human face to the type of Malay woman BH focuses 
on when asked the same question:  
 
… There was this couple who got divorced and then decide to get back (together) 
again. Then she (the wife) feels that she could give to the community. So what she did 
was she contacted me to share her story. Of course it was under a different name, but 
I think at the end of the day, we want the readers to know – hey, there’s this woman 
who has gone through a difficult patch… she has learnt through it all… maybe we can 
learn a thing or two about her… 
- Julia  
While there is an attempt to depict variety in its stories of Malay women featured, 
Malek’s and Julia’s responses above highlight the dominant frame that BH takes when it 
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comes to portraying Malay women. This dominant frame also influences the reporter’s search 
for stories.  Highlighting Malay women who are “successful” is in line with the vision and 
mission of BH, which is to inspire the Malay community. 
 
 In the path towards inspiring the Malay readership, BH highlights “role models” that 
the readers can emulate. This is done conceivably to help the Malay community close the gap 
with the other communities, in line with the continuities of the colonial ideology that was 
discussed in chapter 2. “Role models” are central to the reporting in BH and sets the premise 
of this chapter. I argue that while these “role models” are meant to inspire the Malays, while 
doing so, a particular type of Malay womanhood is emphasized. This portrayal of Malay 
woman becomes something like an “ideal” Malay woman.  
 
Similar to chapter 3, in this chapter, the Panopticon is the Malay readership’s 
perceived set of “ideals”, with the readers policing and disciplining the “ideals” of the Malay 
woman. A natural consequence of BH’s emphasis is also that women who do not fit this 
“ideal” are disciplined and that there are silences in other aspects of Malay womanhood, 
which might be newsworthy as well. In the writing of this chapter, I have gone through 
stories over the decades and have selected to analyse in this chapter, stories that appear to 
reflect the bigger issues affecting Malay woman in each decade. I see these issues as “bigger” 
issues because they subsequently received attention and were discussed a lot in the 
newspaper through the forum pages, editorial sections and letters to the editor.   
 
Place of Islam within the Singapore Malay identity 
The term ‘Malay’ identity is an elusive one. The essays in Timothy Barnard’s book, 
Contesting Malayness: Malay Identity Across Boundaries, highlighted the nebulous character 
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of the Malay world and how difficult it is to define ‘Malay’ without omissions and 
contradictions.
1
  The ‘Malay’ identity can be understood in terms of linguistic, trade, 
colonialism, raiding, literature or the modern nation state. Similarly, John Kahn, in his book, 
Other Malays: Nationalism and Cosmospolitanism in the Modern Malay World, delineates 
how there are ‘Malays’ and ‘Foreign Malays’ that make up the ‘Malays’ today, making 
‘Malay’ identity once again, an elusive concept.2 That said, BH tries to create “Malay 
identity” in the newspaper. This move arises because of the ideology of “multiracialism” that 
is the cornerstone of Singapore. This ideology refers to ‘the ideology that accords equal status 
to the cultures and ethnic identities of the various races that are regarded as comprising the 
population of a plural society’3. This means that every racial group has its own culture and 
identity and these are given equal space in Singapore. While there may be problems, as 
argued by Benjamin that “Singapore’s multiracialism puts Chinese people under pressure to 
become more Chinese, Indians more Indian and Malays, more Malay, in their behaviour”4, 
this ideology explains why there are ethnic newspapers in Singapore. As such, to show the 
Malayness, BH includes a lot of Islamic elements in the newspaper.    
 
  However, owing to the cautiousness with representing Islam in the newspaper, agenda 
setting can be seen. The “Agenda setting” process is “an on- going competition among issue 
proponents to gain the attention of media professionals, the public, and policy elites. It offers 
an explanation as to why information on certain issues is available to the public in a 
democracy; how public opinion is shaped; and why certain issues are addressed through 
                                                          
1
 Timothy Barnard, Contesting Malayness: Malay identities across boundaries, (Singapore: Singapore 
University Press), 2004.  
2
 John S. Kahn, Other Malays: Nationalism and Cosmospolitanism in the Modern Malay World,(Singapore: 
Singapore University Press), 2006.   
3
 Geoffrey Benjamin, “The Cultural Logic of Singapore’s ‘Multiracialism’”, in Ong Jin Hui, Tong Chee Kiong, 
Tan Ern Ser (eds.), Understanding Singapore Society (Singapore: Times Academic Press, 1997), 67 – 85.  
4
 Ibid, 75.  
92 
 
policy actions while other issues are not.”5 Through the agenda setting process, readers learn 
not only about a given issue, but also how much importance to attach to that issue from the 
amount of information in a news story and its position.
6
 In agenda setting, it is the media that 
decides and defines the issues, analyze them and then offers suggestions to overcoming the 
issues. The stories that I have selected are those that BH has made into “issues” worth 
discussing. BH plays the role of policing what is regarded as “permissible” Malay 
womanhood. In this case, the writer’s perception of the Malay readership’s sense of “ideals” 
plays the role of the Panopticon.  
 
Framing Malay women as “role models” 
1970s: the Malay woman who chooses the “right” job and upholds her morality 
The 1970s was the period when post-independence countries like Singapore and 
Malaysia were industrializing. As such, job opportunities were abundant and they were open 
to women. Many factories were sprouted throughout the countries as part of the respective 
nation’s industrialization process. Since a large part of Singapore and Malaysia were still 
undeveloped, there was a large influx of girls from villages to the cities to find work and they 
had to adapt to city life very quickly. The film “Dajal Suchi” by Dhiresh Ghosh in 1965 was 
one of the works that document women adapting to city life. That said, the perception of 
women’s roles in terms of traditional roles such as mothers and housewives were still 
dominant, as the advertisements in chapter 3 confirms. A tone was hence set, where there 
were competing groups with different perspective on women and work.  
As its set agenda, BH chose to highlight how some working Malay women, in 
particular, those in factories, run counter to the norm. This issue was popularly known as the 
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“minah kilang” issue. The crux of the minah kilang issue was how the immorality of the 
factory girls led them to having illicit affairs, and hence become carriers of diseases. The 
issue was even bigger in Malaysia, where disciplinary structures were held in place to control 
the women. These structures include having supervision of women workers at hostels such as 
strict timing for girls to return to their hostels and having “counselling” sessions for the girls.  
 
These “counselling” sessions included programs on disease prevention and police 
handling of apprehended sex workers.
7
 The fact that these disciplinary structures were in 
place in Malaysia raise the issue to be a ‘moral panic’, a situation in which some of the 
characteristics include: a heightened level of concern over the behaviour of certain groups; an 
increased hostility towards the group; a consensus that threat is real and caused by the 
wrongdoing group members; a sense from many members of the society that a more sizeable 
number of individuals are engaged in the behaviour; and that the threat is far more substantial 
than in reality.
8
 During the moral panic, it is felt that the behaviour of the group is damaging 
to the fabric of society that actions must be taken to repair the damage. Although the issue 
was big in Malaysia, it was also heavily debated in Singapore’s BH, indicating its relevance 
here as there are also factories opening up in Singapore.  
 
Articles such as “Asmara: Pekerja2 Kilang gempar Jalan Dato’ Hussein Onn” (Lust: 
Factory Workers shock Jalan Dato’ Hussein Onn) on Minah karan were plentiful in BH. 
These discussions on factory girls in Singapore and the region made BH/BM replete with 
debates on the pros and cons of working and specifically, working as a factory girl. An 
example of the open debate on the issue is seen below. The factory girls have come under fire 
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and were criticized badly due to the nature of their jobs – in general, they start work early and 
end late and also work in a male-dominated setting. One of the arguments against them is that 
the nature of the job makes them forget their family and likely to engage in unlawful trysts 


















Plate 1: Debate on minah kilang’s morals 
 
Debates on the immorality/morality of minah kilang like the above were replete in 
BH. This column which appeared on November 1979 was specially set aside for discussions 
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on current topics affecting the community. As seen in the header, the column questions 
whether the minah kilang have low morals. The context of the discussion was the 
inappropriate attire of the factory girls – they wear short skirts to work, which led some 
groups to question their morality. In all five perspectives featured, the view is that they do not 
necessarily have low morals: in the article by Rohaniah Hamid (top left hand corner) she 
argues that it is not right for all minah kilang to be labelled negatively due to the actions of a 
few. She reminds the readers that “Minah-minah kilang consists of those who are uneducated. 
They work to give their family a life and contribute to the nation’s economy”. She also 
questions why the focus on minah kilang when girls in other work setting are also dressed 
inappropriately. Here, the minah kilang is framed in a positive way, which is different from 
the dominant perspective of minah kilang then. It is also interesting to note that the article by 
Rohaniah Hamid (top left hand corner) was awarded $30.  
 
Disciplining the “minah kilang” 
Solutions were proposed and discussed in BH. On 22 September 1974 for instance, 
BM carried an article by Salim Osman, a local ustaz (religious teacher) – “Pilihan baru untuk 
gadis2 kilang” (New choices for factory girls).9 In this article, the ustaz suggested some 
alternative work places for girls to work in such as the newly-built shopping centres in 
Orchard Road. Similarly, BH/BM also carries reports of ustazahs forbidding their daughters 
from joining the factories and forcibly taking back those who have signed up for the job. 
These actions by ustazs and ustazahs – religious leaders who are respected by the community 
– help to spread the negative images of factory girls and pressure parents and other family 
members to act towards correcting’ the girl. 
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One correction comes in the form of religious classes. BH/BM reports of religious 
classes that cater to these factory girls in Singapore. On 18 April 1978, in the section on 
Wanita & Kerjaya (Women and Career), BH carried an article that explained how a large 
proportion of factory girls in Singapore have followed religious classes and that these classes 
were created in order to prevent them from being caught up in bad and immoral behaviour.
10
 
The remarks by religious teachers and the emphasis on religious education given to factory 
girls are manifestations of disciplining in action. In both cases, the aim is to “normalize” the 
girls into being good, religious girls who uphold good values. “Normalization” as described 
by Foucault, involves the construction of an idealized norm of conduct – for example, as 
Foucault illustrates: the way a soldier should ideally stand, march and so on (in minute detail) 
and then rewarding or punishing him for not conforming to this ideal.
11
 In this case, the 
factory girl is punished by being labelled ‘bad’ and ‘wayward’ and being made to take 
religious classes so that she can be “normalized”. The minah kilang was clearly the antithesis 
to the role model and had no place in the portrayal of the “ideal” Malay woman of the 1970s.  
 
1980s: an Islamic dimension to the “role model”  
In the 1980s, the Islamic revolution fervour was the strongest. There was an increase 
in the number of advertisements with Islamic elements, as I highlighted in chapter 3. While in 
the 1970s, a small section named Pedoman Hidup (Guidance in life) was set aside for 
discussions on Islam, in the 1980s, this section expanded and a new section called Bicara 
Rohani (talking about spirituality) was created, appearing every Sunday. Then editor, Zainul 
Abidin Rasheed, explained how the column was introduced to “make life more complete and 
meaningful”12, which implies that the way to attain such a life is to get closer to Islamic 
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teaching. History of the Prophet Muhammad (p.b.u.h) and his sayings (hadith) were 
prominently featured in the Bicara Rohani section. Within this section, a column named 
“Kemusykilan” (Doubts) was prominent. Readers were invited to write in their queries on 
Islam and an ustaz would respond to the queries every week, allowing a dialogue to take 
place.  The existence of these columns can be argued to attract the attention of the readership 
and boost sales. It is also in this period where I found the most written about women’s place 
and role in Islam. The implication of this is that the “role model” that BH portrays now has 
an added Islamic dimension, which I will discuss in this section.  
 
The Pedoman Hidup section, for instance, covered the topic of women in Islam for a 
few months. One such example is shown below. In the article below, the writer, “Al-
Mukmin” wrote about how Muslim women are given many rights that other religions and 
modern law does not have. He encouraged the idea of Muslim women contributing to society, 
compared to just staying at home. He then brought in examples of esteemed Muslim women 
from Islamic history such as The Prophet Muhammad’s (p.b.u.h) wife, Aisyah, and 
highlighted how she took on other roles such as becoming a leader, giving speeches in front 
of men, and assisted during war. He ended the article by stating that Islam does not limit 






PLATE 2: Islam ugama yg paling sanjung kaum wanita 
  
Besides the article above, there are many other articles on examples of Muslim women in 
history that were featured in Pedoman Hidup. That said, Pedoman Hidup is not the only 
section where Muslim women are featured. Stories on Muslim women are also featured in the 
new section Bicara Rohani. In these columns, women are mostly featured as a dutiful wife 
and a loving mother. Also, Muslim women in history such as the Prophet’s wives were used 
as examples of ‘ideal’ wife and ‘ideal’ Muslim woman, which help in disciplining the minds 
of the readers of how they should behave. Some of these ‘ideal’ women included Syafiyah, 
one of the greatest heroines in Islam, in particular the Khandak war, Fatimah Binte Al-
Khattab and Ummu Aiman. The three of them were featured in the section ‘Tokoh Islam” 
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(Important/well-known persons in Islam), part of the Pedoman Hidup column on Friday. 
With the header “Sanggup derita bersama suami kerana Islam” (willing to suffer with her 
husband for the sake of Islam), the article tells the story of Fatimah, the younger sister of 
Umar Al-Khattab, a warrior who was against Islam. However, owing to her patience, she was 
able to encourage her brother to convert to Islam. The header gives a sense of her complete 
commitment to Islam. Her brother then became one of the greatest warriors of Islam. 
Similarly, Ummu Aiman’s tenacity and perseverance in facing the challenges as a Muslim 
were also highlighted in the section. In both cases, their contribution to Islam and how they 
managed their roles as a wife and mother respectively were framed as an inspiration for 
women to follow. This was in line with BH’s set agenda of framing “role models” in a 













PLATE 5: UMMU AIMAN 
  
That said, not only the women’s characters were used as inspiration for women to 
follow. The portrayal of the “ideal” Malay woman also emphasizes women’s roles as well. 
Out of the many articles on women’s roles, Ngaripah Sahri contributed a number. Mostly 
featured in the 1980s to the early 1990s, Ngaripah’s articles generally addressed the roles 
expected of Muslim women. For instance, on 4
th
 November 1988, in the section Tatasusila 
(Ways of behaving), part of the Syiar Islam column, she delineated how a Muslim wife 




Plate 5: Muslim women during bereavement 
  In the article above, she highlights amongst others, that a woman should not wear 
perfumes or adorn herself excessively. On 18
th
 November 1988, under the same section, she 
wrote about how one can ensure the happiness in marriage. Interestingly, while the header 
gives the impression that the reader could possibly find some tips on finding happiness, 
Ngaripah wrote about something very specific – that of the iddah – the period a woman must 






Plate 6: Memastikan kebahagiaan perkahwinan 
 
 Both of Ngaripah Sahri’s articles that I have highlighted here show the “proper” way 
that the Muslim woman should behave. These articles are examples of how the Malay woman 
is disciplined in BH via being made aware of “proper” behaviour and thus becoming a better 
“role model”.  
 
1990s: “normal” womanhood vs the “unnatural” womanhood  
The 1990s was the time where it is the norm for women to enter the workforce. This 
is evidenced by the career women I discussed in chapter 3. The stories on Malay women as 
“role models” include ways to balance work and family commitments. For instance, in one of 
Ngaripah Sahri’s article, she wrote on how Malay women must be dynamic and contribute to 
the community’s development13, but also about how women’s ego can become a problem in 
marriage.
14
 The second article on the women’s ego is interesting for it sends a message that 
                                                          
13
 Berita Harian, 5
th
 April, 1991. 
14
 Berita Harian, 8
th
 March, 1991.  
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women must stay in her place – “don’t be fooled by the image that will not last long. Return 
to the laws of humanity and be God-conscious”.  
 





Plate 7: Ego wanita jadi masalah rumahtangga 
 
These were characteristics of the “role model” that BH emphasized – the Malay 
woman who contributes back to society. The 1990s was when stories on transgender issues 
start appearing, such as the following: Under the section “Pentas Hidup”, BH carries a story 





Plate 8: Antara dua jantina 
In particular, one of the women in the article clarifies the difference between a 
“lesbian” and a “pen kid” in that a lesbian “gives and receives” while a pen kid only “gives”, 
like men. The article did not elaborate on other types of “queer” lifestyles. The fact that BH 
allowed such a topic as a feature article suggested a more open discussion about Malay 
women, going beyond just depicting “ideal” role models. However, the accompanying texts – 
“Medical perspective”, which problematized the issue and how the woman can be cured and 
the “Islamic perspective”, that it is contrary to Islam, made the stand BH takes very clear.  
 
2000s:  The celebrity “role models” and their attire  
Pesta Perdana is a local awards ceremony organized by SURIA, the major Malay-
language channel in Singapore catering to the Malay/Muslim community. The word ‘Pesta’ 
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refers to the party or a celebration while the word ‘Perdana’ means ‘Premier’. Together, 
‘Pesta Perdana’ implies a grand celebratory event. Beginning in 2000, the awards ceremony 
was created to celebrate the best local Malay artistes and acknowledge their contributions to 
the Malay Arts Scene.  
 
 In Pesta Perdana 10 held on 27 February 2009, a few actresses were criticized for 
wearing outfits that were deemed as being incongruent with Islam and Malay culture. This 
generated much debate and discussion in BH, as reflected in the deluge of disapproving 
letters sent in to BH and the ensuing commentaries written by BH reporters and members of 
the public. The illustration below shows two letters which question and criticize the actresses 
who wore revealing dresses during Pesta Perdana 10. A lively discussion of this dressing 











Both letters started out by congratulating SURIA on the awards ceremony and its 
contribution to the local Malay arts scene, after which both letter writers began criticizing the 
Malay/Muslim actresses featured. In the letter on the left (henceforth Letter 1), a play on 
words was used on the header – the name of the festival “Pesta Perdana” was changed to 
“Pesta Menjolok Mata”. In the normal context, the phrase “Menjolok Mata” takes on a 
metaphoric meaning of “eye-catching”, but here there is a play on the literal meaning of “to 
poke the eye”. This play of words indicates the writer’s complete distaste and almost disgust 
towards the attire of the Malay women in the ceremony. The changing of the phrase 
emphasized even more the severity of the incident. In the letter on the right (henceforth Letter 
2), the header reads: “SURIA has to prioritize Malay values and customs”.15 By asserting that 
Malay culture should be prioritized, the header may imply two things – firstly, that SURIA 
has forgotten its Malay roots and hence the reminder for it to prioritize. Secondly, it sends the 
message that the responsibility of upholding Malay culture is integral to SURIA.  
 
In Letter 1, the writer expressed his “utmost disappointment” with the way the 
Malay/Muslim actresses were dressed, which to him did not reflect at all the Malay culture. 
He stressed that it is important to be dressed appropriately because it reflects the 
community’s identity. Similarly, in Letter 2, the letter writer expressed his deep sadness and 
disappointment with the choice of dress of the ladies and how they did not mind losing their 
dignity to look ‘pretty’ on that highly publicized ceremony. It is evident here that the writer 
associates  a scantily clad Malay woman with loose morals.  
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Disciplining the Malay woman 
In both letters, there are attempts to correct these women. In Letter 1, the writer 
suggested that the organizer set guidelines for the attire of artistes, such as wearing outfits 
that reflect Malay culture. In Letter 2, the writer expressed his hope that SURIA and the 
artistes become more aware of their dressing in social functions. The writer also included a 
word of reminder to the artistes. He stressed that they must realize that they are role models 
for the young and thus it is pertinent that they do not forget their dignity! Here, we see again 
how being a “role model” is an implicit part of being a Malay woman.  
 
What is also interesting is that BH produced photographs of these women and placed 
them together with the letters. The accompanying visuals aggravated the issue at hand and 
may evoke renewed anger. For example, when there was a re-publication of cartoons of the 
Prophet in a Swedish newspaper recently, the issue was escalated and in some communities, 
evoked a visceral response. It is important to note that the letters do not just happen to be 
published. Instead, it was a conscious decision to publish the letters. This serves as another 
clear example of “agenda setting” by BH.  
 
Another way in which BH promotes “role models” can be seen in their producing 
images of the ‘ideal’ Malay women. The article below by Md Noor A. Rahman appeared a 
few days after the Pesta Perdana 10 fiasco.
 16
 The tone of the article’s header – Banggalah 
tonjolkan budaya Melayu kita (be proud of showcasing our Malay culture) – is rather 
parochial, like a father disseminating advice to his children. Although from the article header, 
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the writer seems to allude to how we should be proud of our culture, also included in the 
article is a reference to the women’s attire during Pesta Perdana 10.  
 
The writer highlights – “Apa yang mengecewakan ialah gaya aksi sebilangan artis 
wanita yang berpakaian menjolok mata dan kurang sekali menonjolkan pakaian Melayu yang 
sopan” (the actions of a number of Malay female artistes who wore revealing clothes and less 
so modest traditional Malay dress is disappointing). He continued – “Apakah artis Melayu 
kita tidak bangga memakai pakaian Melayu yang sopan lagi cantik dan mampu menjadikan 
pemakainya kelihatan anggun? (Are Malay artistes not proud of wearing the traditional 
Malay attire that reflects modesty, beauty and elegance of the wearer? ” Here, Md. Noor puts 
the dressing of the Malay female artistes into the context of ‘the’ Malay culture, which he 
feels is degenerating because women wear revealing dresses. One wonders, if a connection 





Plate 10: Degeneration of culture 
 
A few weeks after the Pesta Perdana 10 controversy, BH carried a feature article on 
Kartina Dahari, a renowned Malay singer from the 60s – 70s era. The tone of the article was 
completely different from the comments given earlier (refer to plate 6). In the article below, 
Kartina was lauded as a “pesona biduanita” in the header of the article. The word “pesona” 
refers to attraction while the word “biduanita” refers to a female singer. Hence, in the article, 
Kartina’s attraction as a singer is highlighted. In the sub-header, Kartina is featured as 
evergreen, with a neat, soft and modest appearance. In the article, the writer Hanim delineates 
Kartina’s positive qualities – she knows how to cook, is impeccably dressed and has a 
melodious voice. While there are some groups who are against Muslim women letting their 
voices be heard, this was not mentioned at all in the article. Instead, Kartina’s images in veils 




In essence, it can argued that Kartina was framed and promoted as an ‘ideal’ Malay 
woman who managed to achieve a balanced life – she was successful in her career but was 
also able to reconcile her achievements with being a Malay and Muslim woman. What was 
also significant in this article was its last paragraph. A comment by Kartina Dahari was 
inserted. She said – “Saya tak pernah ikut trend kerana saya bangga jadi orang Melayu.. Soal 
menjaga ketertiban berpakaian adalah cara kita menghormati diri sendiri dan menghormati 
masyarakat di sekeliling kita” ( I have never followed trends because I am proud to be a 
Malay… the issue of being tactful in what we wear is our way to respect ourselves and our 
community). By including her comments, the article puts her on a moral pedestal. She was 
clearly being framed as the “role model” to counter the negative images of Malay female 




Plate 11: Kartina Dahari 
 
The disciplining of the Malay women who transgress the norms is also evident in the 
statement issued by one of the actresses at the centre of the incident. In an article published in 
BH, the actress sought forgiveness for her mistake. She said that the thought of upsetting 
people did not cross her mind and that she was excited about dressing glamorously that night. 
The fact that this celebrity gave a public apology is significant for several reasons. Firstly, it 
emphasized how BH is seen as an efficient platform for voices to be heard – in this case, the 
voice of the actress being ‘disciplined’. Secondly, it highlights how there seems to be a 
notion of the ‘appropriate’ dress that should be worn by Malay artistes. Those who transgress 
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the Islamic and Malay cultural norms are disciplined. Thirdly, this incident also underscores 
how the Malay female dress can be examined as a symbolic area in which images of the ideal 
female are negotiated.
17
 While the actress being disciplined is regarded as one with loose 
morals, Kartina Dahari on the other hand is portrayed as the ‘ideal’, maintaining her dignity 
and upright morals. The dress is one of the most powerful symbols of identity conveying 
messages at many levels, both conscious and subliminal.
18
 The “role model” in this case, is 
thus shown through the attire of the Malay women who is reported on.  
 
The silences  
So far, I have discussed the various depictions of “role models” that are covered in 
BH over the span of the decade. In looking for stories that inspire the Malay readers and 
finding the correct “role model”, there are silences by BH in other issues.  One of the most 
prominent silences is with regards to women’s (secular) rights. I make the distinction here 
because there are many articles written about the place of Muslim women in Islam, as I have 
discussed earlier. I will focus on the AWARE sage that broke out in 2009 and compare BH’s 
coverage with ST’s coverage. I have compared it with ST because ST was very involved in 
the whole saga.  
 
In the AWARE saga that broke out in March 2009, ST ran a long coverage of the 
saga. Amongst the issues brought up was how AWARE had been central in emancipating 
women in Singapore through projects such as The Convention for the Elimination of All 
Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW) and how the episode is testament to the 
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civil society that was gaining ground in Singapore.
19
 The rich debate that was evident in ST 
was not seen in BH. In fact, the coverage of the saga was minimal. One of the articles, written 
by Kartini Khalid (Plate 12), analysed the AWARE saga and identified some issues that led 
up to the big saga, such as how the organization did not specify the minimum time period of 
membership before running to become an Exco member. She also discussed the importance 
of the approach taken in wanting to spread a value and the importance of respecting the 
secular space. Kartini’s article provides a good overview of the whole AWARE saga. BH 
published two letters from readers relating to the AWARE saga. The first one detailed the 
type of offensive material that was used in the AWARE sexuality programme taught in 
schools while the second one appealed to readers to learn from the episode. This second letter 
also took the opportunity to remind readers about the clear guidelines in Islam on women’s 
rights.  
There also seems to be a sense of belittling of the whole episode – instead of focusing 
on the issue of civil society, BH through the voice of Pak Oteh, chose to remind the readers 
of how they must not forget their “Eastern values”. By choosing to take this stand, BH was 
actually missing the point. Similarly, in the interview with Hafizah, the only Malay/Muslim 
exco of the “old guard” or the previous AWARE committee, the frame of the article was on 
how Hafizah joined the committee to inspire others to stop spousal abuse. Once again, we see 
here how BH was very much intent on looking for a “role model” in the whole episode, 
which was quite unlike how ST covered it. There was no discussion at all on how she viewed 
herself being the only Muslim in the committee, or a follow up on feminism and Islam. BH’s 
actions here suggest that the whole debate about women’s rights is really unimportant for the 
community.  
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Plate 12: Pak Oteh’s perspective 
 




What seems to be lacking in the discussion on Malay woman is the problems that 
some women face. Granted, BH has featured Malay women who are divorced, but the angle 
that it takes is usually how she manages to overcome this. However, what about a Malay 
woman who needs to know how to resolve her current turmoil and having no resources to 
search for answers? On 13 November 1987, BH published an article in Syiar Islam on the 
right of Muslim wives to redeem the tallaq, a method of divorce in Islam known as khuluk 








What this involves is the woman paying the husband a sum of money that he agrees 
to. The article highlighted examples of Muslim women during the Prophet’s (p.b.u.h) times 
who did as such, which indicates that the practice is allowed in Islam. Interestingly, a study 
by Noor Aisha on Singapore’s Syariah Court and the administration of the Muslim law of 
divorce reveals how requesting khuluk is very difficult for women and that this is in part due 
to the traditionalistic style of thinking dominant among the court personnel.
20
 Such a 
perspective was not featured in BH at all. These articles also appear very seldom in the 
newspaper. It can be argued that this is done to limit the information made available for 
Malay women so that lesser divorce can be seen in the Malay community.  
 
Similarly, when a reader questioned the administration of divorce
21
 in the 
Kemusykilan Agama section, the ustaz argued that “the fault does not lie in Islam but in the 
woman’s husband (who has very little religious knowledge) and possibly the woman”. The 
tone of the ustaz’s reply was rather defensive and he did not bring up at all how the divorce 
could have been better handled by the Syariah Court. The manner in which the query was 
handled gives the impression that such queries should not be asked at all. In this case, BH 
was not being helpful to Malay women who need answers.  
 
Besides that, BH is also rather silent when it comes to issues relating to Malay women 
that are dangerously close to the OB marker on religion and do not stick to the safe frame of 
“role model”. Being a minority group in Singapore, there are many issues that have surfaced 
over the years and enactment of government policies that were not well received by local 
Muslims. These include: the government’s claim that of all ethnic groups, the Muslims had 
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the greatest sympathy for Saddam Hussein’s invasion of Kuwait; its proposal to abolish the 
free education tuition fees that was traditionally and automatically accorded to ethnic Malays; 
its rejection of the proposal by the Association of Muslim Professionals (AMP) to change the 
structure and process of Malay/Muslim leadership into one of a ‘collective leadership’ and 
the move to continue with the Integrated Resorts (IR) despite protests by groups including 
Muslim groups.
22
 This includes the tudung issue.  
 
In early 2002, four Muslim parents insisted that their seven-year-old children be 
allowed to attend secular schools wearing the tudung. Upon continued resistance by the four 
parents, the girls were suspended from school.
23
 Kamaludeen and Syed Khairudin Aljunied in 
the chapter “Unveiling the Tudung’ in their book Muslims as Minorities: History and Social 
Realities of Muslims in Singapore have argued that the tudung issue was a manifestation of 
the disciplining of Islam in Singapore, specifically by those holding power. The effect of this 
is that there exists the interpretation of Islam which pervades Singapore society and at the 
same time, denying other possible interpretations.
24
  The authors have identified and 
elaborated what they see as the three disciplinary instruments – the Mufti, the Malay/Muslim 
Members of Parliament and the Mass Media, which they argue “had been employed to 
manufacture a version of truth that sets to predominate over other forms of truths so as to 
reassert the proper place of tudung in the Singapore educational system in particular and the 
society at large”.25  
BH and ST generally published the same stories relating to the tudung issue. For 
instance, the report on how the schools had decided to give more time for the parents to think 
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about their action was published in the ST on 2 February 2002 and on the same day in BH. 
While ST’s coverage appeared in the ‘Home’ section, BH carried the report on the front page. 
The fact that BH published it on the front page suggests that the tudung issue is indeed very 
close to the heart of Malay/Muslims in Singapore. Besides the difference in the placing of the 
report, the framework in which the report was written was the same.  
 
 What I found most interesting in the comparison between the two newspapers is the 
presence of reports and stories in one newspaper and the absence in another. The ST carried 
more varied articles on the tudung. Some examples include the article by Chua Lee Hoong 
“Many views on wearing headscarf” where she attempts to explain the assortment of views 
on the tudung. Another article published by ST is Sharon Siddique’s article the ‘Islamic dress 
put in perspective’ where Siddique underlines how the tudung can be seen as a part of 
fashion, making the tudung a fashion statement for the tudung wearers.
 26
 Both articles allow 
readers to rethink seeing the tudung only in terms of religion and as an espousing of 
religiosity.  
 
ST also carries articles which goes closer to the OB markers of religion and politics. 
For instance, in an article by Han Fook Kwang “It’s not just about the tudung”, he highlights 
the power struggle involved in the issue. Firstly, he highlighted how the demand of being 
allowed to wear the tudung is school should be seen in the context of the “globalization of 
Islamic values and practices spread through the countless networks which bind followers of 
the religion together.” He places the tudung issue in a wider framework. He also highlights 
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existing discourses on how there is a need to have an open debate on the issue instead of 
“ending it too soon”.27  
Another article that gravitates close to the OB marker is that by Chua Lee Hoong. 
Chua’s article ‘Muslim leaders must be seen to speak their minds’ was published on 6 
February 2002. In this article, she discusses the issue of Malay/Muslim leadership. This issue 
is a sensitive one for Singapore, as illustrated in 2001, when the government came down hard 
on AMP for their proposal for a “collective leadership”. The government argues that the 
proposal blatantly undermines the power of the Malay/Muslim Members of Parliaments 
(MPs). Chua brings up the issue of Malay/Muslim MPs again in her article. She points out 
how “to external observers who have only media reports to go by, the impression they have 
must be of Malay/Muslim leaders with a penchant for echoing the government line”.28 She 
reproduces the various comments made by Malay/Muslim MPs to media during the whole 
tudung controversy and surmised that they contributed to the impression that the 
Malay/Muslim MPs exercising “little community leadership”.  
 
This point is provocative for it brings to light again the whole issue of ineffective 
leadership of Malay/Muslim MPs. She then went on to describe how some ethnic Chinese 
and Indian PAP MPs already hold positions very different from the Government on issues 
such as the Special Assistant Plan (SAP) schools and questions why Malay MPs do not 
display the same ideological diversity. She concludes the article by stating that 
“Malay/Muslim MPs must be given more freedom to speak their minds and more political 
room to manoeuvre”. What Chua is saying is significant for she is clearly playing with the 
OB markers.  
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The articles by Han and Chua were not reproduced in BH. The controversy surrounding the 
tudung issue is sidestepped by appealing to the readers “not to forget the real issue afflicting 
the Malay/Muslim community”. The backwardness of the Malays is emphasized and what the 
Malay/Muslims need to do in order to achieve success was delineated.
29
 Similarly, in the 
editorial commentary, with the title ‘tudung and the actual challenge’, the idea of Malay 
backwardness is reiterated – “we should close this chapter on the tudung immediately and go 
on to face other more pressing problems. We must not forget even for a second that we are 
still far behind the other communities and are still plagued with many social problems that 
are scary and embarrassing”.30 The constant reminder of the backwardness of the Malays and 
the need to put in effort to ‘catch up’ with the other communities show that the colonial 
ideology of Malay backwardness is continually perpetuated by BH and is going strong. Such 
a frame is absent in the discourse of the tudung issue in ST.  
 
 It is also interesting to note the reflections on the tudung issue published in the 
newspapers as the strong sentiments on the issue began to dissipate. ST, as evidenced in 
Han’s article, brings to light the lack of public-centred debate in Singapore and the need for 
the government to trust that ‘people are mature enough to talk about issues in a rational and 
calm manner, no matter how touchy the subject’.31 The article implies that more time should 
be given for dialogue on the tudung issue. In BH, there seems to be an eagerness about 
closing the chapter. As mentioned above, in the editorial “Tudung and the actual challenge”, 
the editor asserts how the chapter on the tudung should be closed quickly. This eagerness 
echoes then PM Goh’s assertion.  
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Since reports and stories that are published in newspapers are purposely selected and 
gated by media personnel, the fact that the more provocative articles are left out of the 
newspaper suggests that there is strong self-censorship by BH. Perhaps it helps that Chua, 
having once worked for the Internal Security Division (ISD), has more knowledge on the 
details of the OB markers so as not to transgress it. This echoes Foucault’s concept of 
“power-knowledge” where the one with more knowledge is ascribed greater power. In this 
case, Chua, seeming to have more knowledge, has more power to negotiate the OB markers. 
BH media personnel however, having lesser knowledge, keep away from the OB markers for 
fear that they will be punished. This affects the frames that they employ in their articles. This 
shows that panopticism is strong in BH and it has the effect of disciplining frames.  
 
Interestingly, BH still tries to find the “role model” within the tudung issue in the 
form of the mother of one of the girls involved in the issue. When the tudung issue surfaced 
again in 2003, the picture of the family was published in the newspaper. The mother was seen 
as wearing a serkup, a type of veil that covers the hair but leaves the neck visible. Following 
the photo, letters were sent in to BH about how the family once again is in no position to ask 
the child to don the tudung when the mother is not even dressed according to Islamic 
standards. Similarly, BH, through the voice of Pak Oteh (a male character created in BH to 
address issues that are sensitive to the Malays, widely believed to be the Editor’s voice) also 
highlighted how the child’s mother “pakai tudung pun tak betul” (doesn’t even wear the 
tudung properly).
32
 The focus on the inappropriate dress of the Malay woman, which runs 
contrary to the frame of “role model”, shows how pervasive the disciplining system is in BH.  
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As a consequence of focusing on “role models” in the stories of Malay women 
featured becomes the one that the readership is told to strive towards when in reality, there 
are so many more aspects of Malay womanhood that can be focused on. Framing Malay 
women in BH thus limits the possible representations of the Malay woman and is an 
implication of the system of disciplining that is found in BH.  








In this thesis, I posit that women are powerful symbols used by groups to advance 
particular ideas or perspectives. In the rhetoric of war, it is not uncommon for countries to 
frame the homeland as the female body that is in danger of being violated and thus need to be 
protected by the male soldiers at all cost. Such framing is believed to motivate the soldiers. 
Another aspect of women – the female dress – is also significant for the messages it can 
carry. A woman dressed in western clothes has been commonly utilized to represent 
modernity as opposed to one dressed in traditional wear. Similarly, women donning the veil 
in countries such as Iran are seen as symbols to show the republic’s commitment to the 
Shariah law. Closer to home, following the Iranian Revolution which increased the 
awareness of Islam and Islamic teaching worldwide, many women in Malaysia and 
Singapore started to join the dakwah movement and donning the tudung, making the tudung 
a part of their identity. The tudung became a symbol of religiosity. Owing to the symbolic 
significance women carry and the sentiments it may arouse, it is of no surprise that some 
groups see a need to control the power of women as symbols.   
 
The control that I study in this thesis is a very specific kind – that of discipline. The 
concept of ‘discipline’ is adopted from Foucault’s concept of power in Discipline and 
Punish. As clarified in the introduction, Foucault builds on the idea of the Panopticon 
conceptualized by Jeremy Bentham. Bentham’s Panopticon is a prison built with the purpose 
of ensuring security and effective surveillance of mental patients or convicts in the cells. 
What is unique about this prison is its effect – it is possible for everything to be seen in a 
single gaze. As a result, it induces a state in individuals of always being observed and so the 
individuals will behave well. Foucault extends Bentham’s concept by applying it to everyday 
society. For example, in schools, the position of the ‘prefect’ is created. The prefect’s duty is 
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to supervise the other students while his/her being there compels the students to be well-
behaved as they know that they are being watched. It is evident that every person in the 
system is part of this disciplinary mechanism.     
 
One site where discipline is evident is the newspaper, which is the focus of this thesis. 
Newspapers have a wide readership and are effective in passing on ideas, norms and social 
heritages. As such, editors need to act with caution when publishing images of women for 
fear that the images might arouse discontent amongst the readers. An episode in Singapore’s 
history is reminiscent of this. The Maria Hertogh riot that broke out in December 1950 was 
partly fuelled by images and reports published in newspapers such as Melayu Raya. The 
decision to place Maria Hertogh in a chapel during the period of court proceedings and the 
image of her crying while being there angered some groups and contributed to the riot. 
Following this episode, the government clamped down on newspapers. It is evident from the 
episode that religion was one of the factors that fuelled the sentiments during the riot. The 
episode marked the beginning of Singapore’s approach to treat religion as a sensitive topic 
and accordingly attempt to separate religion and religious elements in newspaper reporting to 
ensure racial harmony.  
 
That being said, there is a tension between the government’s approach for secularism 
in reporting and the Malays because the Malay community identifies itself through religion – 
Islam. Bearing this tension in mind, I have chosen to focus on BH in this thesis. One of the 
ways this tension is manifested is via the representation of Malay women in the newspaper.  
 
In the first part of this thesis, I have analyzed the structural factors that help discipline 
BH into showing certain ‘correct’ images of the Malay Muslim woman. In Chapter 1, I have 
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discussed a few regulations put in place by the government to ensure that media personnel 
toe the line. Some of these regulations include the Internal Security Act (ISA), that allows 
detention of individuals without trial for infinite periods and the Maintenance of Religious 
Harmony Act, which allows a relevant minister to obtain a restraining order on a person 
attempting to disrupt religious harmony in Singapore. The Ministry of Information, 
Communication and the Arts (MICA) enforces the Newspaper and Printing Presses Act 
(NPPA) to ensure that media personnel toe the line. Apart from these ‘official’ regulations, 
there are also “out-of-bounds markers” or “OB markers” for short, that supplement the laws 
and are exercised by the government. What exactly constitute these OB markers is unclear 
and it is this vagueness that creates the impression that the media personnel are under 
constant surveillance and need to be in their best behaviour at all times. I argue that because 
of the clamping down and closure of Malay newspapers in the 1950s and the creation of the 
regulations above, the Malays find their mouthpiece drastically reduced to one outlet – BH.   
 
In Chapter 2, I discussed the factors that help contribute to the creation of ‘correct’ 
and model images in BH. I argue that such a discipline of images of Malay women is made 
possible due to the gatekeeping practice by middle-management and self-censorship by 
journalists. These two practices in turn show how the media personnel themselves are part of 
the disciplinary practice to ensure that ‘correct’ images are shown. I show how the 
disciplinary process is gradual in nature by highlighting some stories shared by some of the 
media personnel. One respondent, Ani, shared with me her intention in including a story 
about a Malay Muslim woman wearing the tudung who was featured in a respectable Italian 
magazine. The focus of the story was on how this woman managed to break into the fashion 
industry despite wearing the tudung. Her supervisor, however, was dead against the ‘religion 
frame’ she took and she had to give in. This is an example of active gatekeeping by middle 
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management. It appears that an important duty of middle management is to correct the 
rookies in BH so that the latter will be able to adapt to the system and present ‘correct’ 
frames in stories.  
 
I also found out how the more experienced media personnel have come to a point 
where they self-censure themselves because they know better what can and cannot be 
covered and what is at stake. Their self-censure is most evident when it comes to the topic of 
religion. The common reason given for not writing on it is that they are not experts on the 
topic. Two of my respondents, one of whom was Manisah, shared with me how one of their 
colleagues was banned from writing for transgressing an OB marker. It is evident that those 
who transgress are penalized while those who choose to toe the line are rewarded – they get 
to protect their rice bowls. In effect, episodes like this help discipline the media personnel 
into framing their stories correctly. These two chapters together answer the third aim of this 
thesis, which is to highlight the structural factors behind why certain images of Malay 
Muslim women are presented in BH and some limitations that BH media personnel face in 
their duties. With the analysis in these two chapters, we can better understand why media 
personnel make the decisions that they make.  
 
In the second part of the thesis, I shifted the focus of my analysis to the images and 
discourses of Malay women that appear in BH during the period 1972 – 2009. In this section, 
I argue that BH chooses particular frames to sidestep the OB marker of religion. The choice 
of these frames, I argue, is a manifestation of the disciplining of the personnel’s souls. 
Similar to the first part, in this second part, I also seek to find out how the disciplining of the 
representation of Malay women in BH is manifested through framing. However, the 
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difference between the first part and the second part is that for the latter, I go through the 
contents of the newspaper.  
 
Owing to the abundance of materials in the 37 year period of study, getting started 
was not an easy task. Since I am interested to see how the images of Malay Muslim women 
are disciplined today, I had to go back to the past to see their dominant representations first. 
The study of images is important for images also contribute to the overall message of the 
newspaper. In Chapter 3, I studied approximately 80 ads during the time period to note the 
trends of the time before selecting 10 ads to be discussed. Separating the periods into the 
1970s, 1980s-1990s and 2000 onwards, I argue that the ads are suited to the historical 
contexts of the time.  I have selected these 10 ads because based on the number of times the 
ads were repeated I gather that they represent the norms of the particular times. Since images 
are not only confined to ads, I have also brought in the discussion other materials such as 
comic strips, photographs and sketches of dress to supplement my arguments. Sketches of 
dress were a common feature in the women’s pages of BH in the 1970s to the 1980s.  
 
From my analysis, I gathered that just like Courtney and Whipple’s study of 
American print ads from 1958 – 1976, a significant number of images in BH in the 1970s 
also reflect strong gendered roles and stereotypes. For example, in a DUMEX ad, the woman 
is presented as smiling as she kisses the baby’s cherubic cheeks and plays with the baby. It is 
evident that the ‘natural’ bond between mother and child is used to sell the DUMEX baby 
powder. The Malay woman is also portrayed as emotional, as depicted in a comic strip from 
the Keluarga Mat Jambol series, where the wife, Yah, cries because she doubts her 
husband’s love for her. Yah’s position (on the floor) while her husband sits comfortably on 
the chair – suggests that the husband is the more powerful one. This echoes Goffman’s 
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analysis of gender portrayals where women are portrayed in child-like guises to reflect their 
femininity.  
 
Besides being featured in stereotypical roles, it was also common to find images of 
scantily clad women in BH in this period. Some examples include the Magnolia and Gazelle 
Bra ads. I argue that such images, which accentuate the sexuality of women to sell their 
products, reflect the ‘male gaze’ at work. As explained in the Introduction, the ‘male gaze’, a 
concept coined by Laura Mulvey and common in the study of visuals (especially in film 
studies), refers to a structure of male-looking/female to-be-looked-at-ness. In this gaze, 
women are objectified and eroticized for the pleasure of men. These types of images of 
women were considered to be the ‘norms’ of the times.   
 
However, I noticed that there were new inclusions to the ‘normal’ images of women 
in BH from the 1980s onwards. These new inclusions included photographs of women in 
veils accompanying texts. Ads of women in veils were not as common. I argue that this 
period is where the initial shift in the images of Malay women can be detected and that it is 
influenced by the increased awareness of Islam following the Islamic Revolution in Iran. Ads 
featuring women in veils were more common in the 1990s and they become part of the norm 
in advertizing today. In fact, it can be argued that the Malay women in veils are becoming a 
new type of stereotype of the Malay women. That said, I contend that the ‘male gaze’ is still 
visible and question whether BH is serious about changing gender stereotypes.  
 
Granted, what I have found in Chapter 3 seems to contradict what I argued in Chapter 
2 – that there is a strict discipline of images of Malay women; that the newspaper cannot 
feature too many images of veiled women for fear that it might create the impression that the 
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newspaper is a Muslim newspaper. I highlighted how although there is an increased image of 
Malay women in tudung, both in ads as well as in comic strips and that from 2000 onwards, 
Malay women in tudung became a norm in advertizing, yet they are still problematized 
behind the scenes. This indicates a disjuncture between what is practiced behind the scenes 
and what is featured. I argue that this disjuncture can be explained by the fact that 
newspapers rely on revenues from printed ads. Hence, more leeway seems to be given when 
it comes to images of Malay women in ads. Such a leeway, however, is not seen in the 
discourses of Malay women, as I analyzed in Chapter 4.    
 
In Chapter 4, I argue that the disciplining of the representation of Malay women is 
evident through the disciplining of frames employed by the journalists. I argue that one way 
for BH to side-step the OB marker on religion is to use a “safe” frame. I found the frame of 
“role model” to be dominant in the stories of Malay women. This frame is used over the span 
of the decades to showcase the “ideal” Malay womanhood. To show the “ideal” Malay 
woman, issues were made in the stories towards women’s roles and women’s attire. For 
instance, in the Pesta Perdana 10 issue, artistes were condemned for their inappropriate dress. 
This was done by featuring articles that seek to “correct” these women’s attire. I argue that 
the focus on “role models” tended to obscure issues that could be more news worthy.  
 
For example, I compared the coverage of ST and BH on the tudung issue.  I found 
that there are some perspective evident in BH but absent in the Straits Times. For example, in 
the coverage of the Tudung issue, ST carried some articles that gravitate close to OB markers 
of religion and politics, such as the article “It’s not about the tudung” by Han Fook Kwang 
where he highlights the power struggle involved in the issue. He highlights the existing 




Comparatively, such articles were not featured in BH. Instead, the dominant appeal 
by the editor to the readers was “not to forget the real issue affecting the Malay/Muslim 
community”. Ideas of Malay backwardness and Malays needing to ‘catch up’ were 
reinforced. Instead, BH still sought out “role models” from the episode. Where there are 
none, BH showed the antithesis of it through the mother of one of the girls who was deemed 
as not to dress appropriately. The frame taken by BH also highlights the strong self-
censorship in BH.   
 
Another thing that I found jarring with regards to the stories of Malay women in BH 
is the lack of interest in the (secular) gender issues. This is apparent through the AWARE 
saga. In this saga, instead of talking about the place of gender in society, there seems to be a 
trivializing of the episode. BH, through the voice of Pak Oteh, chose to remind the readers of 
how they must not forget their “Eastern values”. By choosing to take this stand, BH was 
actually missing the point. Similarly, in the interview with Hafizah, the only Malay/Muslim 
exco of the “old guard” or the previous AWARE committee, the frame of the article was on 
how Hafizah joined the committee to inspire others to stop spousal abuse. Once again, we see 
here how BH was very much intent on looking for a “role model” in the whole episode, 
which was quite unlike how ST covered it. There was no discussion at all on how she viewed 
herself being the only Muslim in the committee, or a follow up on feminism and Islam. BH’s 







That being said, this study does come with its limitations. As mentioned above, I have 
decided to focus on the years 1972 – 2009. Granted, the scope of this thesis – approximately 
30 years – is big and owing to the limitation of time, space and resources, I am not able to 
study every single day that BH is published. At best, what I have presented in this thesis is a 
study of selected moments in BH which I see as a modest representative of it. I say that it is a 
‘modest representation’ because within my limitation, I am able to use a systematic mode of 
analysis – using themes to help identify issues to be analyzed – I am able to gather an 
abundant supply of useful materials to study the ideas in the newspaper and how it is used to 
inform, persuade and motivate the Malays. The limitations I faced also led me to focus on 
studying only a specific idea – that on the framing of Malay Muslim women and Islam in 
newspaper– in depth and the structures that help discipline the ‘correct’ frames.   
 
There are many avenues for further research on media and the disciplining of images, 
which unfortunately I have not been able to engage in due the limitations I face. For instance, 
to get a more holistic picture of the disciplining of BH, it would be good to interview other 
groups involved in the making of images in the newspapers such as the advertizers to get 
their perspective on BH and uncover whether they suit the images of women used in their ads 
to the newspaper. Also, it would be useful to analyze other mediums that the Malays turn to 
in order to be heard now that their mouthpiece is limited to BH. Perhaps these questions can 
be picked up and discuss by someone else or in another thesis sometime in the future. These 
studies will go a long way in shedding more light on the disciplinary practices of the media 
here in Singapore, in particular how the sensitive topic of religion is handled by a minority 
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